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Abstract
NoDAPL was, first and foremost, an Indigenous-led resistance against the construction of a
pipeline in North Dakota. It was also a movement that built solidarity, bridging networks between
international Indigenous peoples, Black Lives Matter activists, veterans, and feminists. This
discourse analysis of social media and digital texts addresses the networked publics, collective
identities, social capital, and intersectionality in applying Van Leeuwen’s (2007) understanding of
legitimation. In doing so, the practice of reproducing and extending the values, themes, and images
of various algorithmic imaginaries will be explored, as they relate to network homophily, identity
construction, and mobilization. This study will argue that discourse legitimized the NoDAPL
movement by communicating ideologies, identities, and experiences, that were diverse and
relevant to existing subject circles, in order to develop a flexibly inclusive collective identity,
bridge local and global networks, and affectively amplify public engagement.
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This title is inspired by Kanye West & Jay-Z’s song, Gotta Have It. At the beginning of the first verse, Kanye says,
“Hello, hello, hello, hello, White America, assassinate my character.”
1
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Introduction: Your Memory of the Internet in 2016
In 2016, Obama was the President of the United States. The Black Lives Matter movement
remained a popular topic of discussion, as Beyoncé performed at the Super Bowl with backup
dancers in black panther inspired uniforms (Framke, 2016, para. 10). Videos of American soldiers
returning home to surprise their loved ones circulated a few corners of the Internet. In some
corners, feminist articles discussed intersectionality, gender inequality, and sexual violence, with
the #MeToo movement just around the corner.
This might have been the 2016 that you experienced, but it would have only been a slice
of what you remember. You also might have seen a friend’s wedding photos, reactions to extreme
weather conditions in an area near you, or the aesthetically-pleasing sushi burritos photographed
by the foodies of your community. Where do you live? What are your interests? Who do you
know? How do you identify? In reflecting upon your answers to these questions, your frequented
corners of the Internet may become clearer. Whether you remember trendy local foods or
mainstream media outlets discussing what Trump’s presidency would mean for your respective
country, your memory is filled with both global and local information that is positioned within
contexts that you may already find familiar.
Perhaps your corner of the Internet was touched by the NoDAPL movement. NoDAPL
was an Indigenous-led resistance against the construction of a pipeline in Standing Rock, North
Dakota, USA. The Lakota, Dakota and Nakota people of the Great Sioux Nation garnered global
attention, by touching on issues that diverse groups could recognize as important. Some
international Indigenous nations saw a reflection of similar colonial experiences, with the
movement’s focus on culture, spirituality, the dispossession of land, and environmental
inequality. Black Lives Matter advocates saw the intertwinement between this movement and the
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police brutality supporting the institutional and environmental racism that is prevalent in the Black
North American experience (Jegroo, 2016). Veterans saw the opportunity to engage in one of the
most honourable fights for the Americans whom they were sworn to protect (Griffin, 2016).
Feminists saw Indigenous women leading a resistance against a type of project that has been linked
to the sexual violence, economic disparity, and health issues that contribute to gender inequality
(Majdancic, 2016). As thousands of people gathered at a camp near Cannonball River in North
Dakota, people in Hawaii, Washington, Toronto, New York, and numerous other places around
the world rallied in solidarity (User-I2, 2016; User-I3, 2016; User-I5, 2016; Jegroo 2016; Forcione,
2016).
Many of these advocates identified themselves as water protectors, in an effort to separate
from the negative connotations associated with the ‘protestor’ identity (American Horse, 2016;
“We Are,” 2016). Primarily, these negative connotations work alongside persisting stigmas that
paint protestors as the resistant outliers of society. Instead, the water protectors birthed an identity
that more accurately indicated their heroic and peaceful protection of a resource necessary to
sustain life. The significance of water connects people in ways that the subjective silos of the
individualized Internet often does not. With the advent of the NoDAPL movement, hundreds of
Indigenous nations united on an unprecedented scale (Whittle, 2016). Non-Indigenous allies
joined the movement as they recognized the presence of issues relevant to their interests or
identities.
Hashtags like #NoDAPL, #WaterProtectors #IStandWithStandingRock, and #WaterIsLife
began trending. They were accompanied by hashtags using Indigenous terminology, such as
#MniWiconi. ‘Mní wičóni’ means ‘water is life’ in Lakota, a Siouan language used by residents
of the Standing Rock reservation. These emblematic hashtags were joined by hashtags like
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#VeteransforStandingRock (User-VG4, 2016) to display the mobilization of diverse communities.
Record-breaking GoFundMe campaigns raised money, alongside the various groups like
Black Lives Matter, who gathered donations for the camp (Schoch, 2016; Jegroo, 2016). In late
October and early November, one and a half million users engaged in a Facebook Check-In, which
communicated solidarity with the water protectors of Standing Rock and made headlines in
mainstream media (Edwards, 2018). Stories of DAPL private security and police forces utilizing
water cannons in freezing temperatures, tear gas, and attack dogs circulated the Internet (Edwards,
2018; User User-IG4, 2016). Veterans and even the cast of the Marvel’s Avengers assembled in
solidarity with the movement, after many celebrities, journalists, and activists were arrested for
showing their support (Muhammad, 2016).
To explore the organization of participants who contributed to the discourse surrounding
NoDAPL, this study will utilize the concepts of networked publics, hashtag publics, and subject
circles. Organizational social models, ideologies, and relationships with morality will be examined
through the representation of cultural, social, national, and algorithmic imaginaries. These
representations of imaginaries will be placed within the contexts of identities and intersectionality,
as an understanding of behaviors within specific subject circles are developed through the concept
of idioculture. In order to tie the different trends between subject circles together, the concepts of
bridging and bonding social capital will explore the way in which NoDAPL organizers utilized the
affordances of the networked publics to extend the reach of their impact.
The four subject circles that this study will examine include international Indigenous
nations, Black Lives Matter advocates, veterans, as well as feminists and women. An assortment
of digital articles and blog posts, as well as Facebook videos, images, links, statuses, profiles,
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pages, comments, and replies, will be analysed to assess the discourse presented within these
subject categories. As pieces of the movement’s overarching discourse, they will be examined in
relation to their representation of values, beliefs, identities, and forms of legitimacy.
NoDAPL was, first and foremost, an Indigenous-led movement. It was also a movement
that tapped into the culture of digital communication within numerous subject circles, in order to
build solidarity among diverse Indigenous nations and settlers. In an effort to analyse the methods
of communication utilized in this case, this study will ask the following questions:
1. How did NoDAPL discourse construct forms of legitimation that reproduced and extended
each subject circle’s respective identities, values, experiences, and beliefs?
2. In what ways did the utilization of these elements impact potential engagement in social
action and the formulation of a collective identity?
In answering the first question, this study will illustrate the ways in which diverse and subjectively
relevant information was presented in existing subject circles, in order to support the legitimacy
of the movement. In answering the second question, this paper will describe the ways in which
social action and the construction of collective identity were communicated in the corpus. This
thesis argues that discourse legitimized the NoDAPL movement by communicating ideologies,
identities, and experiences that were both diverse and relevant to existing subject circles, in order
to develop a flexibly inclusive collective identity, bridge local and global networks, and affectively
amplify public engagement.
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1: Case Literature
In March of 2017, the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) was completed as a part of the
Bakken Pipeline project (Gallon, 2016, para. 6; Nicholson, 2017, para. 1). The project
development was led by Energy Transfer Partners (ETP), with help from minority stakeholders
including Sunco Logistics Partners, Enbridge Energy Partners, and Marathon Petroleum (Gallon,
2016, para. 1). In Sue Bradford Edwards’ (2018) special report covering this case, she explains,
“ETP borrowed $3.75 billion, Sunco Logistics $2.5 billion, Dakota Access $2.5 billion, and
Energy Transfer Equity $1.5 billion” for the project (p. 15). Amy Goodman (2016), renowned
journalist for Democracy Now, conducted an interview with Hugh MacMillan, which revealed that
these loans came from financial institutions, including:
Bank of America, HSBC, UBS, Goldman Sachs, Wells Fargo and JPMorgan Chase. […]
Citibank […] BNP Paribas, SunTrust, Royal Bank of Scotland, Bank of Tokyo-Mitsubishi,
Mizuho Bank, TD Securities, ABN AMRO Capital, DNB Bank based in Norway—which
has also provided several hundred million to the Energy Transfer family separately—and
ICBC London, SMBC Nikko Securities and Société Générale. (para. 1, 11)
To these banks, DAPL was just another reasonable investment. Pipeline transportation could
reduce oil prices in America by a maximum of three dollars per barrel, which is just under onehundred-sixty litres (Edwards, 2018). Taxation on this oil supply, along with the pipeline’s
stimulation of manufacturing and construction revenue, were other benefits associated with the
construction of DAPL (Edwards, 2018). ETP has also explained that pipeline transportation is up
to 4.5 times safer than transporting oil by train (Edwards, 2018).
It is also worth noting that using oversea shipping methods to transport anything, including
renewable energy technologies, produces a significant amount of pollution. As indicated by a
study conducted by the International Maritime Organization, “shipping, in total, accounted for
approximately 3.1 per cent of global carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions and 2.8 per cent of total
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GHG emissions on a carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) basis, on average for the six-year period
2007–2012” (Ågren, 2014, p. 20). Shipping overseas also impacts marine organisms directly by
releasing “Oil pollution, wastewater, antifouling paint, ballast water and litter” into aquatic
ecosystems (Lindgren, Wilewska-Bien, Granhag, Andersson, & Eriksson, 2016, “Abstract”).
In addition to considering the transportation of energy materials, one might contemplate
the fact that renewable energy technologies, which are used as alternatives to oil, are
(unfortunately) not hand-carved from wood. In explaining the production of solar panels, David
Biello states, “the process of making the various components requires fossil fuels, both for power
and for the components themselves, some of which are based on petroleum (or crude oil)” (Biello,
2008). While some solar companies and associations offer recycling programs, and a few
researchers are exploring solar technologies that may be independent from the use of petroleum,
the renewable industry largely utilizes virgin (or unrecycled) oil to produce its technology at this
time (Biello, 2008). Thus, one might argue that access to affordable oil in the US could benefit
the production of renewables in North America and decrease the ecological impact of shipping
materials.
It is also worth noting that if North Americans depend upon oil and oil products from other
countries, they are deferring the environmental threats that they do not wish to experience in their
own ecosystems to other human (and non-human) populations. This consumption contributes to
the environmental inequality that already exists on a global scale. In 2016, the US Energy
Information Administration recorded that the country had consumed 37% petroleum, 29% natural
gas, 15% coal, 10% renewable energy, and 9% nuclear electric power (Edwards, 2018). This
means that at the time, the US industry was 66% reliant upon energy sources that were primarily
a product of fracking. In 2016, Bill McKibben, a Schumann distinguished scholar at Middlebury
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College, explained that if the US successfully deployed all planned energy projects, it would have
the potential to consume almost 40% of the global carbon budget set to limit global warming to
1.5 degrees Celsius (McKibben, 2016; McKibben, 2017). The DAPL alone was estimated to
release over one-hundred million metric tons of carbon dioxide annually, which impacts the rate
at which the temperature rises and ecosystems are impacted (Edwards, 2018).
In addition to this, “At the current rate of extraction, scientists with the US Energy
Information Agency estimate US production will plateau after 2020” (Edwards, 2018, p.
72). Thus, the long-term impact of investing in pipeline infrastructure as opposed to renewable
energy is important to consider. Billions of dollars were put toward DAPL, an infrastructure with
temporary benefits and limited supply, as opposed to the long-term solutions provided by
renewable energy and its virtually endless supply. Although a majority of the green energy
technologies on the market require oil products, they do not require pipeline infrastructure.
Pipelines may appear safer than other forms of oil transportation at first glance; however, this is
incomparable to the lack of safety inherent in climate change negatively impacting millions of
people within the next few decades (via displacement, disease, resource scarcity/accessibility, and
even mortality), as well as our teetering over the potential point of no return (McKie,
2018). Investment in the renewable industry could progress the development of technologies that
utilize recycled or renewable materials further. Thus, one might also argue that investment in
renewable infrastructure instead of a pipeline would have supported long-term financial
sustainability, as well as global safety and environmental sustainability.
In addition to the global implications, the local effects must also be considered. DAPL
carries Bakken crude acquired through hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, which has become a
highly politicized method for resource extraction (Edwards, 2018). This method can utilize up to
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around sixty million litres of water per well, which is mixed with toxic chemicals and later stored
in the earth, sometimes leading to local earthquakes (Davis & Fisk, 2017). Earthquakes cause
harm to communities, especially those which were not built with the consideration of such events
due to their placement in relation to tectonic plates and their cultural history.
Water security and health issues are also associated with pipelines and fracking (Edwards,
2018). For instance, a leak from the Enbridge pipeline in Michigan released three million litres of
oil into the Kalamazoo River (Edwards, 2018). According to Edwards (2018), it was an event
“requiring emergency evacuations of local residents, injuring birds and other wildlife,
contaminating more than 30 miles of river, and requiring cleanup on the order of $1.2 billion” (p.
27). The Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration has indicated that there are
almost 300 similar accidents of various magnitudes that occur per year (Edwards, 2018). Despite
the billions of dollars that each oil spill costs to cleanup, many scientists have argued that the fatal
effects on wildlife linger (Nikiforuk, 2016) and the toxins in oil may not be removed from
ecosystems entirely (Goldenberg, 2011; Gillis, & Kaufman, 2010).
The selection of ecosystems which would bear environmental burdens was another issue
with the DAPL development. There was an early proposal to construct the pipeline through
Bismarck, North Dakota, which is a city 45 miles north of the Standing Rock Reservation
consisting of over 90% white citizens (Enzinna, 2017). This proposal was rejected by the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers due to concerns that it could harm the municipal water supply (Enzinna,
2017), which were partially a result of residents voicing their worry regarding this risk (Edwards,
2018). ETP then decided to move the project near Standing Rock, to which the Standing Rock
Sioux Tribe voiced the same concern (Edwards, 2018). Instead of accommodating the Sioux as
they accommodated the Bismarck residents, the developers pushed back, continuing their plan and
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reassuring that the project would be safe, regardless of the community’s refusal to indicate consent
(Edwards, 2018).
The disregard for Indigenous voices and land is of course not a novel phenomenon. It is
well-known that during the mid-seventeenth century, the fur trading of settlers exploited
Indigenous land and resources (Edwards, 2018). The wars that these fur trade endeavours incited
pushed the Sioux population to move to North Dakota by the mid-eighteenth century (Edwards,
2018, p. 30). By the mid-nineteenth century, the development of America led settlers to North
Dakota as well (Edwards, 2018). The Sioux fought this invasion, forcing the government to work
with the Sioux to establish the mutually agreed upon 1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie, which indicated
that the Sioux would maintain sixty million acres of land (Edwards, 2018).
However, as the prospects of the Gold Rush took hold of American interests, settlers
disregarded this treaty which led to the 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie (Edwards, 2018). Woods
(2015) explains:
The Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 established the territory of the Great Sioux Nation.
This treaty, [...] recognized the Black Hills as part of the Great Sioux Reservation and set
the area aside for the exclusive use by the Sioux people. According to Article II, “no
persons except those designated herein . . . shall ever be permitted to pass over, settle upon,
or reside in the territory.” In order to cede any portion of Sioux land thus reserved, “at least
three-fourths of all the adult male Indians occupying or interested” in the land had to
consent to its cession. (p. 74-75)
Thus, this new treaty reorganized the land distribution to account for the prospect of gold and
explicitly stated that white settlers could not trespass on Sioux land (Edwards, 2018).
Less than a decade later, it became clear that the settlers would not respect the revised
treaty (Edwards, 2018). Wood (2015) explains that in 1872, a statesman named Columbus Delano
stated:
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the occupation of this region of the country is not necessary to the happiness and prosperity
of the Indians, and as it is supposed to be rich in minerals and lumber, it is deemed
important to have it freed as early as possible from Indian occupancy. (p. 75)
This sentiment was shared by other colonizing leaders as an illegal military band marched on Sioux
land in search for gold in the Black Hills (Wood, 2015; Edwards, 2018). The illegal action of these
white settlers led to the Great Sioux War of 1876 (Wood, 2015). The U.S. Army eventually lost
to the Lakota Sioux and Northern Cheyenne, as the Indigenous peoples were determined to protect
their rights at the Battle of Little Bighorn (Wood, 2015).
This loss spurred settler outrage, which encouraged the government to threaten sending
local tribes to Indian Territory in Oklahoma, if they did not surrender to a new treaty that
completely disregarded Indigenous desires (Edwards, 2018). The Indian Appropriations Act of
1876 employed a “sell or starve” section, “which effectively withheld subsistence appropriations
until the Sioux relinquished […] all right and claim to any country outside the boundaries of the
permanent reservation” (Wood, 2015, p. 75). As Wood (2015) explains, following this threat:
Congress ratified the "Agreement of 1877" which illegally annexed the Black Hills, as the
agreement was signed by only ten percent of the adult male Sioux population, far from the
requisite three-fourths necessary. [The] U.S. unlawfully abrogated the Fort Laramie Treaty
of 1868. (p. 75-76)
By the late 1880’s, the government decided that displacing the Indigenous community into six
smaller and disconnected sections of land would be ideal for regional development, so they forced
the Sioux to sign another treaty by threatening to abolish the Sioux’s right to land entirely
(Edwards, 2018).
Due to the threats and tactics that the settlers imposed in order to require Indigenous
populations to sign treaties, the Sioux nation submitted multiple claims to the government (Wood,
2015). After years of waiting for their claims to be addressed:
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the Indian Claims Commission [determined] that the Sioux were entitled to approximately
$17 million USD in compensation, not including over a century's worth of interest, for the
1877 taking of their land. In 1980, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the Commission's
findings. Shortly after the Supreme Court decision, the Sioux Tribal Council, as a
unanimous action, refused to accept the money, arguing that the court decision be "vacated
on the grounds that the Tribe was not represented in those proceedings." The Sioux Nation
has never accepted the monetary compensation for the taking of the Black Hills, instead
demanding their return to the Tribe. (Woods, 2015, p. 76)
As a result of this resistance, the Sioux continued to consider the Black Hills and the other areas
of treaty land which were not ceded in the Fort Laramie Treaty as their land (Woods, 2015, p.
76). While the land being developed for the DAPL was not included in the sanctioned boundary
lines of the reservation, it was still considered the Indigenous land according to the treaty
(Edwards, 2018). The Black Hills also hold historical significance as the tribe’s traditional land
base (Edwards, 2018). In addition to this significance, the land was home to a sacred burial site,
where the bodies of deceased family members of local residents rested, such as the father and son
of the prominent water protector named Ladonna Brave Bull Allard (Edwards, 2018).
According to Edwards (2018), “The tribe does not own reservation land; the federal
government holds the land in trust for the tribe. The government is required by law to protect
treaty rights, the land itself, and any land-based assets and resources” (p. 43-44). The Standing
Rock Sioux Nation called upon the Supreme Court to fulfill this obligation by protecting the rights
granted in the Fort Laramie Treaty which could force ETP to reroute (Edwards, 2018). Since the
sovereignty of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe is officially recognized by the federal government,
this plea was to be addressed as a government-to-government dispute (Edwards, 2018). Despite
the potential authority that the state’s obligations and acknowledgment of sovereignty would
entail, the Standing Rock Sioux’s disapproval of the development was still not as important to ETP
and the government as the disapproval of the predominantly white residents of Bismarck.
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Thus, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers placed the environmental burdens involved in the
inherent risk of living in proximity to pipelines, specifically the risk of water insecurity, on
Indigenous citizens instead of the nearby white population; following a trend that generations of
the Sioux have known all too well. It was estimated that with the speed at which the Missouri
River flows, if there were to be an oil spill beneath Lake Oahe, oil would not contaminate the
Standing Rock Sioux’s water supply until at least nine hours after the incident (Edwards, 2018). At
a glance, nine hours might seem like a reasonable amount of time to execute countermeasures;
however:
in the Enbridge spill in 2010 in Michigan, crude oil leaked from the pipeline for more than
17 hours before operators shut it down. A leak of 17 hours from DAPL could be sufficient
to contaminate the sole source of drinking water for the Standing Rock tribe. Even if the
tribe closes its intake valve in time to avoid contamination at the plant, it would need to
find a different source of water. (Edwards, 2018, p. 59)
Since its construction, the fallibility of the pipeline has been proven as inevitable, as opposed to a
mere potential threat. According to Brown (2018), “The Dakota Access pipeline leaked at least
five times in 2017. The biggest was a 168-gallon leak” (para. 3).
With an understanding of the various risks that the community would face, in March 2016,
the youth of the Standing Rock Sioux Nation launched the Rezpect Our Water campaign via
YouTube videos (Edwards, 2018). In the videos, the local Indigenous youth express activities that
tie them to the water, draw pictures of their family alongside a lake contaminated by oil, and ask
that viewers sign their petition (Standing Rock Sioux Youth, 2016). Tokota Iron Eyes was one of
the prominent, strong, young women introduced in this video at the age of only twelve (Smith,
2016). By April 1st, Ladonna Brave Bull Allard established her land as Sacred Circle, the camp
that would welcome water protectors (Edwards, 2018). As more people arrived, her camp
expanded to create ‘Očhéthi Šakówiŋ’, meaning Seven Council Fires in Lakota, which represented
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the unity of the Great Sioux Nation (Edwards, 2018). To include allies of Očhéthi Šakówiŋ, the
camp was also referred to as Sacred Stone Camp, based on the precolonial name of the area, ‘Iŋyaŋ
Wakháŋagapi Othí’, which means sacred rock in Lakota (Sacred Stone Camp, “Twitter profile”;
Streeby, 2018, p. 37).
By April 24th, the growing group of Standing Rock youth organized a 500-mile run to the
office of the US Army Corp of Engineers in Nebraska (Latimer, 2017). Twenty-four-year-old
Bobbi Jean Three Legs, the main young woman leading this run, presented the petition to stop the
federal agency from approving the construction permit (Latimer, 2017). Despite the plea of
Indigenous youth, the Army Corp approved the permit in July (Latimer, 2017). Earthjustice, a
non-profit law firm, filed a suit regarding the agency’s violation of the National Historic
Preservation Act on behalf of the Standing Rock Sioux Nation that same month (Latimer, 2017).
Three Legs then led the youth group’s second run, this time to Washington D.C. On August 5th,
they presented a petition with 140,000 signatures, urging Obama to stop the construction
(Goodman, 2017; Latimer, 2017).
Following the publicity of these events, thousands of other Indigenous Nations arrived at
Sacred Stone Camp to support the movement (Edwards, 2018; Latimer, 2017). On September 2nd
the tribe filed evidence that the burial ground near the development was a sacred site (Latimer,
2017). The following day, bulldozers abandoned their scheduled development route to demolish
this land (Latimer, 2017). Armed with pepper spray and attack dogs, private security pursued and
tackled the water protectors that approached what was left of their burial site (Latimer, 2017).
Then, on September 9th, “U.S. District Judge James Boasberg denie[d] the Standing Rock
Sioux's request to stop construction” (Hersher, 2017, “Sept. 6, 2016,” para. 1). That same day,
“the Obama administration overrule[d] the decision and temporarily halts construction” (Latimer,
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2017). The whiplash between the announcements and the fact that Obama’s administration finally
stepped in escalated the attention brought to the movement even further.
It was around this time that the leaders of the movement worked to reframe the protest
narrative, by developing the ‘water protector’ identity. The sociolinguistic context of relations
between identities motivated the demonstrators to self-identify using the inclusive term “water
protectors” instead of “protesters” (American Horse, 2016; BuzzFeedVideo, 2016). Videos and
articles exhibited activists who explained why they are not protesters and are instead protectors
explicitly. They highlighted their peaceful methods for resisting, which were full of prayer, song,
and dance. The original water protectors from the Standing Rock Sioux Nation welcomed allies
who supported such methods.
Water protectors strategically detached from the assumption that they were extreme,
protesting outliers of society, who are in opposition to oil, a common resource; instead, they
connected themselves to a heroic protector narrative, as guardians of an essential resource:
water. This symbolic exchange is rooted in physical reality, wherein “Water is of major
importance to all living things; in some organisms, up to 90% of their body weight comes from
water. Up to 60% of the human adult body is water” (USGS). Life on Earth literally requires water
to exist. In acknowledging that water is essential to the creation and maintenance of earthly life,
water protectors say ‘water is life’ to legitimize the protection of water in terms of moral discourses
discussing ‘life’. Since water is necessary for life, these activists can be acknowledged as the
moralized protectors of life.
Humans inherently have a relationship with water, but experiences accessing it safely and
reliably varies between individuals and communities. Some people are able to take water for
granted, while others must think about how they will avoid water related illnesses or about how

THE LEGITIMATION & NETWORKED UNIFICATION OF #NODAPL

19

far they must travel to access water. Disparities between communities with sustainable
infrastructure and communities relegated to baring environmental burdens without the same access
to infrastructure will grow, as climate change increases issues.
The necessity of water resonated with many people for a variety of reasons, which
supported the intentional inclusivity of this movement. Some international Indigenous nations saw
a representation of similar colonial experiences in their nations, with the movement’s focus on the
dispossession of land and environmental inequality (Forcione, 2016).

Black Lives Matter

advocates saw how NoDAPL was entwined in the institutional and environmental racism that is
prevalent in many Black communities (Fox, Russell & Lewis, 2016). Veterans saw the opportunity
to partake in one of the most honourable fights for the Americans whom they had sworn to protect
(Burbank & Jackson, 2016). Feminists saw Indigenous women leading a resistance, against a type
of project that has been linked to gender inequality through sexual violence, economic disparity,
and health issues (Majdancic, 2016). As open lakes lead to the ocean, water united these streams
of content to initiate a wave of NoDAPL support.
Hashtags like #NoDAPL, #WaterProtectors, #IStandWithStandingRock, and #WaterIsLife
started trending online. Some very popular hashtags remain in the digital world, but the
unconventional magnitude of Facebook Check-Ins, crowdfunding for a sum significantly over
anticipated amounts, and international coverage of NoDAPL translated to real world, frontline
support. As mentioned earlier, there was a Facebook Check-In for solidarity with the water
protectors of Standing Rock, which engaged one and a half million users (Edwards, 2018). These
users utilized the affordances of the social media platform, to ‘check-in’ to the Facebook location
of the Standing Rock Sioux reservation from their personal profiles, regardless of the fact that
most of them were not physically located the camp. Although there were false rumors about how
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‘checking-in’ would help defend water protectors from police aggression and arrest, this event
spurred another form of support. According to communications specialist Peter Chow-White,
“Maybe checking in doesn't do anything on the ground, but it does give the impression that it's
important for a lot of people… Authorities see that” (Thompson, 2016, “A new use,” para.
2).

The official Sacred Stone Camp GoFundMe account also raised fifteen times more money

than their goal (Wakiya, 2016). Thus, even those who faced transportation barriers or other
obligations were able to provide resources to activists who were at the camp, so that the water
protectors could stay longer or pay legal fees.
There were also rallies held across the country and internationally for those who could not
attend but were driven to support the movement. Organized groups and concerned individuals
started their own GoFundMe pages to fund their travels to Sacred Stone Camp after witnessing the
publicity of the global check-ins (Schoch, 2016). As mentioned earlier, the inclusive call to action
invited international Indigenous nations, Black Lives Matter activists, veterans, feminists, and
many other allies to the camp.
The peaceful and inclusive water protector identity transcended mere online
representations, as these characteristics became integral to the practices and activities at the camp.
The documentary titled Awake: A Dream from Standing Rock displays how water protectors even
included police officers in celebration rituals (Dewey, Fox, Spione, & White Bull, 2017). They
thanked the officers for accommodating their prayer time, defended the officers’ honour by
validating that they were just doing their jobs, and even brought the police gifts (such as candy)
and resources (such as drinks) (Dewey, Fox, Spione, & White Bull, 2017). Regardless of these
friendly actions, when one activist called the Morton County Law Enforcement Center to report
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the armed assault on unarmed water protectors, the station’s responder dismissed her concerns,
explaining that the police were already present (Dewey, Fox, Spione, & White Bull, 2017).
As tensions heightened with international attention, the police forces and private security
were recorded using tear gas, attack dogs, and rubber bullets to injure water protectors and their
horses, as well as water cannons and high-pressure water hoses threatening hypothermia amidst
the cold weather conditions (Dewey, Fox, Spione, & White Bull, 2017). Floris White Bull
recounts, “As we were arrested, they put numbers on our arms. We were put in cages like dog
kennels” (Dewey, Fox, Spione, & White Bull, 2017). Journalists and high-profile individuals were
targeted for arrest due to their potential influence on the movement. Vehicles were searched and
property was taken by the Morton County Police without the display of warrants or badges, despite
protest from those who expressed their rights (Dewey, Fox, Spione, & White Bull,
2017). According to Myron Dewey, journalist and co-director of the documentary, “Morton
County had covered the tracks of the Dakota Access security by not charging them at all, and for
that, the water protectors therefore got the charges” (Dewey, Fox, Spione, & White Bull,
2017).

Despite the peaceful actions of resistance used by water protectors, the police utilized

their authority to continue the oppression of Indigenous peoples and to support the implementation
of the pipeline project.
As a movement heavily impacted by powerful corporate, institutional, and government
actors, it became a relevant issue for some voters in the presidential election of November
2016. Vermont Senator and Democratic Party presidential candidate Bernie Sanders participated
in the protest and publicly urged President Barack Obama to halt the construction (Edwards,
2018). Hillary Clinton, former New York Senator, Secretary of State, and Democratic Party
presidential candidate was caught between the progressive democratic values of activists and the
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labour unions that included industries related to the pipeline’s construction (Edwards, 2018). This
likely led her to avoid discussing this matter in an effort to not lose either group’s support. The
soon-to-be Republican President, Donald J. Trump, had “somewhere between $500,000 and $1
million” invested in ETP and the leader of ETP donated almost $170,000 to Trump’s campaign
(Edwards, 2018). Unsurprisingly, four days into Trump’s presidency, he reversed Obama’s order
to halt construction and demanded that the completion of the pipeline continue without further
study or rerouting accommodations (Edwards, 2018).
That being said, the pipeline’s eventual completion did not simply undo the impact that the
movement had on society and the government. In March 2019, there was a House Financial
Services Committee hearing entitled “Holding Megabanks Accountable” (CSPAN, 2019). At this
hearing, the new, popular, and social-media savvy, New York Congresswoman named Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez (AOC) grilled the CEO of Wells Fargo (CSPAN, 2019). She questioned the
financial institution’s funding of DAPL, among other issues like ICE practices, asking why they
would support inhumane, environmentally unsafe, and publicly criticized projects, as well as
whether they would fund the cleanup of pipelines in which they had invested (CSPAN, 2019). The
video of this interrogation gained millions of views on multiple social media platforms (C-SPAN,
2019). It is also worth noting that AOC’s decision to run for Congress was tied to the NoDAPL
movement, as she explains:
I first started considering running for Congress, actually, at Standing Rock in North Dakota
[...]. It was really from that crucible of activism where I saw people putting their lives on
the line … for people they’ve never met and never known. When I saw that, I knew that I
had to do something more. (Solnit, 2019, para. 3)
Although DAPL was built, the unification of water protectors continues to motivate political
leaders.
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The movement has also motivated activists to push for change as water protectors, utilizing
diverse skills, experiences, and capacities. The Water Protector Legal Collective was formed as a
result of the NoDAPL movement, and continues to provide “legal support, advocacy, and
knowledge sharing for Indigenous centered and guided[,] environmental and climate justice
movements” (Water Protector Legal Collective, 2019, para. 9). A “Welcome Water Protectors”
campaign was used to rally against Line 3 with Honor the Earth, a group that focuses on Indigenous
knowledges in order to support environmental issues (Stop Line 3, 2018, para. 1; Honor the Earth,
“About us,” para. 3).
Water protectors also established Camp Promise in Michigan to fight for Flint’s water crisis
and against Enbridge Line 5 (Camp Promise, para. 1). Water protectors led protests against the
Diamond Pipeline in Oklahoma, the Bayou Bridge Pipeline in Louisiana, the Sabal Pipeline in
Florida, the Trans-Pecos pipeline in Longview Texas, the Kinder Morgan Pipeline in Ontario, and
the Alton Gas project in Nova Scotia (Dewey, Fox, Spione, & White Bull, 2017; Levin, 2017,
para. 1-2; Schulman, 2017; Greenpeace Canada, 2018; Stop Alton Gas, “Stop Alton Gas”). Similar
protests defending land or water have also begun in Australia, France, Spain, the UK, Poland,
Germany, as well as countries in the South Pacific, Asia, Africa, and the Amazon (Dewey, Fox,
Spione, & White Bull, 2017). Although some of the latter protests existed prior to NoDAPL (such
as the protests in the South Pacific and the Amazon), the shared knowledge and unity amongst
groups have been accredited to the efforts of this movement.
As this chapter has indicated, the DAPL project was more than the development of
infrastructure that would offer North Americans oil from the land that they call home. The
development of the DAPL displayed the historical and contemporary inequalities that the Standing
Rock Sioux have endured. Standing Rock is not the only area where these inequalities have

THE LEGITIMATION & NETWORKED UNIFICATION OF #NODAPL

24

become apparent; colonialism has negatively impacted Indigenous peoples globally. As class, race,
gender, and sexuality continue to impose social realities, inequalities are echoed and extended
through diverse experiences. With the affordances of networked publics, NoDAPL has connected
diverse experiences and issues in order to build solidarity amongst various groups of people.

2: Theoretical Framework
Networked Publics & Subject Circles
This study of the NoDAPL water protectors speaks toward the concept of networked
publics. Boyd (2014) explains that networked publics “are simultaneously (1) the space
constructed through networked technologies and (2) the imagined community that emerges as a
result of the intersection of people, technology, and practice” (p. 8). In order to apply this concept
more thoroughly, the theoretical utilization of the term public must be addressed, as it has been
interpreted in various ways within the field of communication studies.
The public sphere is a concept through which the idea of networked publics was developed.
In Habermas’s seminal explanation of the public sphere, he states that, “By "the public sphere" we
mean […] a realm of our social life in which something approaching public opinion can be formed”
(Habermas, Lennox, & Lennox, 1974, p. 49). According to Habermas, members of the public
sphere acquire power over the state through the formation of public opinion (Habermas, Lennox,
& Lennox, 1974). Public opinion is constituted by its constructive criticism, which requires both
the capacity to negotiate using reason and the capacity to mediate between the public and state
(Habermas, Lennox, & Lennox, 1974). Habermas (1996) explains that the public sphere should
include everyone who is potentially affected by an issue.
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Although this definition is helpful, Nancy Fraser and other theorists have criticized its lack
of consideration for mainstream media and processes of identity construction (boyd, 2011). While
some definitions of publics are concerned with political control, others focus on social practices
(boyd, 2014). The most common definition is that the public sphere is a space in which a
community may negotiate understandings of society, in an effort to contribute to its construction
(boyd, 2014).
The concept of networked publics addresses the growth in public engagement and
mobilization via online networks, which is enabled through the interactions between technological,
cultural, and social shifts (Russell, Ito, Richmond, & Tuters, 2008). In today’s digital media
theory, the term ‘networked publics’ may often supplant the term ‘audiences’, in order to signify
the Internet user’s active engagement as a member of the public, instead of the more passive
consumption associated with ‘audiences’ (Russell, Ito, Richmond, & Tuters, 2008). Henry Jenkins
utilizes the term “participatory culture” in opposition to “older notions of passive media
spectatorship” (Herman, 2014, p. 39).
Herman (2014) states that the Internet “is based upon an ‘architecture of participation’ that
increasingly allowed for the blurring of the boundaries between producer and consumer. [Users
become] active cultural agents in terms of interpretation and appropriation” (p. 38, 39). Herman
(2014) goes on to explain:
With the emergence of user-generated content where consumer becomes a producer, their
agency entails the direct production of use and exchange value that is manifested in their
social media (inter)activity. Of course, this creation of value does not occur ex nihilio, as
the productivity and creativity depends upon the socio-technical affordances of the code,
interface design, and extensibility of any social media app or platform. This
interdependency of user and social media platform (and its owners) is one reason why
Zwick et al. (2008), Arvidsson (2008), and others called the productivity of producers the
“co-creation of value.” (p. 40)2

2

The italicized emphases are utilized within the original text.
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Thus, the specific technical affordances of each platform co-creates users’ messages to a certain
extent.
Instances of communication within networked publics might begin with a user’s immediate
social connections, developed in physical communities; however, these networks have the
potential to expand internationally through mutual connections, shared interests or causes, and
hashtags. Rambukkana (2015) discusses this capability through the concept of hashtag publics, a
term born from networked publics. He explains that hashtags can be seen “as pathways to an open
and non-predefined set of communicative encounters and architectures” (Rambukkana, 2015, p.
4). Hashtags are a mechanism applied by users to build connections in the practice of “tagging
and collating [social media posts] which are related to a specific topic” (Bruns & Burgess, 2015,
p. 15). Through a common hashtag, one user may connect to another user who shares a similar
experience in a distant continent, or connect to a different interpretation of the topic that had not
yet been acknowledged in their personal network. The capacity to utilize hashtags for these
purposes thus impacts the way in which users choose to communicate.
The technical capacities of the Internet give users the opportunity to establish their own
authority on a public issue, using various legitimation strategies and networking mechanisms, such
as hashtags. Depending on a user’s level of impact, their contribution may help form public
opinion, thus supporting the broader functions of the networked public. Russell, Ito, Richmond
and Touters (2008) state:
Networked cultural production assails traditional structures of authority and disrupts the
logic of consumption by breaking down barriers between consumers and producers. [The]
public, formerly seen as an audience, is now integral to the process of production and
distribution, regardless of the extent to which their power to shape the process has been
accepted and integrated by existing authorities. (p. 71)
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These researchers express that the distance between news and audiences that mainstream media
publications had maintained prior to the convergence of media is no longer necessarily the
“guarantor of authority” (Russell, Ito, Richmond, & Touters, 2008, p. 68). Users have access to
blogs from alternative media organizations which they may begin to prefer due to their personal
interests and local relevance. With the public yearning for more informal texts that support digital
engagement, “Reporter blogs are now a staple among newspaper and broadcast networks”
(Russell, Ito, Richmond & Touters, 2008, p. 68).
As the producers and consumers have merged into our contemporary internet users, the
way in which legitimacy is enacted in the combination of digital articles and social media posts
should be examined. In order to observe the blending of various media shared online and how
users interact with these forms, this study suggests the use of the term subject circles. A subject
circle consists of texts – from mainstream articles to an individual’s social media posts – which
are unified through the mention of a subject. This subject engages specific users due to their active
indication of relevant interests. Subject circles function within the algorithmic architecture of
platforms and the online behaviours of individuals, making topics that have already been indicated
as interesting by users more visible. A subject circle could include a wide variety of interests: from
an individual celebrity to a larger film franchise; from general news concerning the residents of a
city to one topic concerning numerous nations; from the less politically charged pet pictures or
slime videos to the more politically charged topics like Black Lives Matter or feminism.
Hashtag publics are specific to social networks like Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook.
While subject circles may include hashtag publics, they are not limited to social media content.
By including mainstream articles and blog posts, which are often shared through social media
channels, differences and similarities between the representational goals of communicators can be
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assessed. For instance, the social media in the veteran subject circle primarily legitimized the water
protectors and delegitimized the government and corporations involved in the construction of
DAPL, while the mainstream articles legitimized both the position of the government and the water
protectors. While mainstream journalists may maintain obligations regarding biases, the collective
of users may be influenced by their understanding of identity relations and experiences. The
implications of such factors can be examined in the communication behaviours presented in
different forms of texts within numerous subject circles, as they overlap through the common
digitally-situated space created by the NoDAPL movement.
Unlike a distinct community or social group, users who engage in the contents of a subject
circle do not necessarily share a sense of identity or feel any emotional bond with other
participants. For instance, a user may not identify as a member of a celebrity’s fandom, but they
may still consume or comment on content posted by a celebrity whom they follow. Someone who
interacts with veteran content might not identify as a veteran, the same way that someone who
advocates for Indigenous rights may not be Indigenous. A user may follow a Black Lives Matter
Facebook page, not because they agree or support the movement, but because they disagree and
wish to place negative comments on content, to voice their opinion and delegitimize the
movement. The differences in identification, exposure, and experiences between users in a given
subject circle means that it is quite possible that users could even feel antagonistic toward other
participants.
Despite this disconnect, there may be some commonalities that emerge due to their shared
interest in the subject and shared space for negotiating opinions. Amongst these subject circles,
there may be some shared expressions of identities, values, beliefs, experiences, and histories.
There may be specific geographically or digitally situated communities who announce their
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membership and relevant knowledges as they interact with out-group individuals through a subject
circle. For instance, in the international Indigenous subject circle, writers and users discuss
Indigenous communities from Canada, Hawaii, and Latin America. Indigenous and nonIndigenous participants speak with knowledge developed within their own experiences and
proximities to these groups, in order to establish stances that contribute to the larger string of
discourse living within the algorithmic grouping of similar texts.

With the presence of

communities and out-group participants in a subject circle, values and beliefs are not to be
considered as fixed or definite representations of social groups; instead, they can be seen as
personal, fluid, momentary, connected and sometimes disconnected trends of users interpreting
each new text within a larger content category.
Thus, #NoDAPL and similar hashtags are essential to understanding the behaviours made
possible through the affordances of hashtag publics. However, the larger subject circles, as
represented by social media and assorted digital texts, must be assessed in order to categorize and
compare topics through which users participate using diverse behaviours. In using networked
publics as a conceptual base for analyzing the behaviours within subject circles, the contribution
of these subject circles to the formation of public opinion can be assessed.
Imaginaries, Ideologies & Morality
In exploring the way in which identity is constructed through networked publics, Tierney
(2013) utilizes the term cultural imaginary, referencing Dawson (1994). In Dawson’s (1994)
exploration of soldier heroes, he explains that heroic fantasies come to fruition through existing
social experiences and relations, which assert their reasonability within the mind of the
beholder. Dawson explores these relational systems through “‘cultural imaginaries’, designating
by this term those vast networks interlinking discursive themes, images, motifs and narrative forms
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that are publicly available within a culture at any one time, and articulate its psychic and social
dimensions” (Dawson, 1994, p. 48; Tierney, 2013, p. 65). Taylor (2004) explains that a cultural
imaginary “incorporates a sense of the normal expectations we have of each other, the kind of
common understanding that enables us to carry out the collective practices that make up our social
life” (p. 24).
Although this network of texts and trends is accessible to and capable of affecting a diverse
public, different understandings of the imaginary may be formed. Thwaites, Davis and Mules
(2002) explain that texts “offer roles, […] as if you already fill them” (p. 62). One may assume a
role without dispute in a dominant reading of a text; however, in a negotiated reading one may
question a myth in which they do not wholly assume the role, or they may entirely reject both the
myth and role communicated in an oppositional reading (Thwaites, Davis & Mules, 2002, p.
92). The psychic and social dimensions of the imaginary are thus processed through ideology,
which is “an emotion-laden, myth-saturated, action-related system of beliefs and values about
people and society, legitimacy and authority, that is acquired as a matter of faith and habit” (Hybel,
2010, p.13). Given the centrality of societal relations and authority evaluated through these values
and beliefs, ideology may also be acquired as a matter of one’s history or immediate experience
being treated a certain way, as a result of factors with varying degrees of affect.
To a similar point, Taylor (2004) explains that “niches of social life” may hold different
understandings of the representations of the cultural imaginary (p. 147). In a history filled with
hierarchies, certain strata have been excluded from cultural imaginaries, making some of the
democratic ideals within such imaginaries contradictory to social realities (Taylor, 2004). With
the gradual recognition of this conflict between democratic values and practices, inclusionary
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efforts were spurred by the gradual recognition of marginalized parties (Taylor, 2004). This
transition enabled what was:
[On] one hand, the extension of the new social imaginary below and beyond the social
elites who originally adopted it; and on the other, the extension of the principles of this
new imaginary to other levels and niches of social life. (Taylor, 2004, p. 147)
According to Taylor (2004), these developments can be inspired by new theories, or they may be
a reinterpretation of practices linked to a preceding imaginary. Similarly, Hybel (2010) explains,
“An ideology can help reinvigorate an actor’s commitment to the ideology endorsed by the system
or to one that stands oppositional to it, and it can generate a new ideology or counter-ideology”
(Hybel, 2010, p. 205). Thus, both ideologies and imaginaries are subject to change based on new
information, revised interpretations, social relations, and the way in which such factors affect an
individual’s cognitive processes.
To explain imaginaries further, we can apply it to the texts that have worked within
Indigenous and settler relations in North America. Hybel (2010) explains:
Committed to the idea that one of their central responsibilities was to enlighten nonChristians of the teachings of Jesus, Protestant immigrants from Europe, but particularly
from England, viewed America and members of its indigenous civilization as souls who
needed to be saved. […] The notion that it was their obligation to convert Native Americans
to Christianity, however, did not lie outside the realm of self-interest. It was not uncommon
to assume that conversion would engender a successful colonial enterprise. (p. 205)
Thus, the European idealization of brave explorers, conquering North America in the name of their
God and the wealth of their nation permeated through educational media and cultural imaginaries.
In a dominant reading of this imaginary, an English settler may have merely subscribed to the
ideology of their Protestant British leaders or even contributed to the imaginary with anecdotes
that reiterated the legitimacy of the hegemonic ideology. A Roman Catholic French settler would
have similarly idealized the trope of the heroic European colonizer, but maintained their own
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language and religious practices, contributing to a negotiated understanding of national
imaginaries.
For generations, Christian, English/French education was touted as a means for
assimilating Indigenous Canadians, while maintaining the Western values and hierarchy of the
new world (“Indigenous History,” 2018). Some Indigenous people developed a dominant or
negotiated understanding of this new imaginary, as they became conditioned to idealize images of
foreign technologies and biblical tales of salvation. Many Indigenous citizens also resisted the
pressures of assimilation, attempting to maintain their forms of language spirituality. An
oppositional reading of the settler imaginaries forced upon these groups may have repositioned the
existing beliefs of a tribe in a way that mobilized counter-action conflicted with hegemonic
ideology.
Over time, the imaginaries and ideologies have been reassessed by the public. After
generations of cultural genocide and forcibly separated families, the cultural dissolution of such
practices developed with the growth of Indigenous advocacy and the inclusion of new settlers with
diverse experiences and values. Residential schools were closed, the government issued apologies
(“Indigenous History,” 2018), and eventually the Truth and Reconciliation Act was enacted
(Joseph, 2017). The process of decolonization gained traction as governments began adopting
principles from the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Joseph, 2017;
“Principles respecting,” 2018).
The Canadian narrative is still undergoing a process of reinterpretation that works to
include Indigenous value systems (“Principles respecting,” 2018). The shift to incorporate
decolonization practices could, in one way, be seen as a reinterpretation of the previous imaginary,
as it considers the same colonial history using a lens that has grown throughout the legacy of
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colonization. At the same time, it is not merely an extension of the ideals and images perpetuated
within Western Eurocentric culture; it is an oppositional and novel way of understanding new
practices. Instead of a celebration of conquests, ideals for protecting cultural diversity and justice
situate the new practices of this transitioning cultural imaginary. While some of the lingering
oppressive ideologies evolved to oppose the progressive theories growing in popularity, new
ideologies have emerged in support of this reconstruction of the imaginary.
Anderson’s (2006) conceptualization of nationalist imaginaries is also useful in
understanding veterans’ engagement in NoDAPL. Anderson (2006) states:
Out of the American welter came these imagined realities: nation-states, republican
institutions, common citizenships, popular sovereignty, national flags and anthems, etc.,
and the liquidation of their conceptual opposites: dynastic empires, monarchical
institutions, absolutisms, subjecthoods, inherited nobilities, serfdoms, ghettoes, and so
forth. (p. 81)
Veterans interact with the nationalist imaginary by speaking to American rights and values,
functioning within the American “memory of independence” that is maintained in the process of
nation-building (Anderson, 2006, p.197). This entwines discourses of national citizenship in the
NoDAPL movement, making the resistance more palatable for the mainstream American public.
That being said, a constellation of imaginaries are maintained through the Internet’s
infrastructure,

instead

of

merely

the

more

homogenized

national

or

regional

imaginaries. Variation in ideologies have existed within each imaginary prior to the ubiquity of
the Internet; however, due to platform algorithms as well as capacities for personal production and
curation, a personalized network of texts, tropes and trends has become constitutive of each user’s
access to imaginaries. The personalized imaginary may tap into the recognizable images and
myths of subject circles with users who may share ideologies, but at the same time a user may have
access to a variety of subject circles, through which they may negotiate the values and beliefs they
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would prefer to adopt. Networked publics facilitate the interlinking of discursive elements, to
construct subject circles that are not necessarily geographically situated. Users may have access to
interest-oriented, local, national, and other imaginaries that inform their understanding of relations
differently than other members of the networked public.
This can be better understood through the concept of the filter bubble, as discussed by Eli
Pariser in the book titled The Filter Bubble: What the Internet is Hiding From You. Pariser (2011)
clarifies the characteristics of the filter bubble, as expressed by Google’s CEO:
[He] describes where this is all headed: “Most people will have personalized news-reading
experiences on mobile-type devices that will largely replace their traditional reading of
newspapers [and] that kind of news consumption will be very personal, very targeted. It
will remember what you know. It will suggest things that you might want to know. It will
have advertising.” (p. 61-62)
Essentially, each online decision (from building network connections to interacting with content)
informs a user’s various subject circles. The categorization of subject circles ensures that related
ad space is strategically allocated to relevant advertisers. Ideologies, identities, and interest are
strategically mechanized through algorithms, cultivating somewhat homogenized imaginaries,
which offer the identification, prioritization, and targeting of consumers as a commodity.
To this point, Bucher (2017) defines the algorithmic imaginary as:
the way in which people imagine, perceive and experience algorithms and what these
imaginations make possible. Using the theoretical lens of affect, understood as mood and
intensity corresponding to ‘forces of encounter’ (Gregg & Seigworth, 2010), the aim is to
understand how algorithms have the capacity ‘to affect and be affected’ (Deleuze &
Guattari, 1987). (p. 31)
Bucher (2017) explains that algorithms, “have the power to enact material realities by shaping
social life to various degrees” (p. 40). Bucher’s (2017) study discusses how one of the interviewed
users exercised the practice of “‘clicking consciously everyday’ to influence what will
subsequently show up in her news feed” (p. 40). Another participant explained that they would do
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everything they could to comment on and like their friend’s post, knowing that their participatory
support would increase the post’s visibility through algorithms (Bucher, 2017, p. 40). Another
finding was that participants expressed their intent on making “themselves more readily
‘recognizable’ to the algorithm (Gillespie, 2014) by acting in a way that would serve their
individual purposes, for example, […] hiding posts in order to train the algorithm to show more
interesting content on their news feed” (Bucher, 2017, p. 41)
The algorithmic imaginary of the filter bubble describes how the mechanisms of online
platforms homogenize content, while the network homophily of the echo chamber points to how a
user’s online activity supports this homogeny due to their existing preferences and opinions.
Network homophily is defined as “the degree to which pairs of individuals are similar in terms of
certain attributes” (Medaglia and Yang, 2017, p. 737). Medaglia and Yang (2017) reference
numerous studies regarding network homophily that discuss how “people prefer to form groups
among those with whom they agree” (p. 737). They explain that homophily has been linked to the
self-segregated and fragmented groups with radically polarized ideologies (Medaglia and Yang,
2017, p. 238).
To a similar point, Jamieson and Capella (2008) reference Cass Sunstein’s assertion, which
is that “highly segmented and partisan content of internet sites can lead to polarization of public
opinion and the balkanization of knowledge and understanding” (Jamieson and Cappella, 2008, p.
191). In response to this observation, Jamieson and Capella (2008) develop the concept of the
echo chamber, which they define as the phenomenon of like-minded individuals consuming media
that confirms their existing beliefs. While network homophily deals with the similarities and
bonds between like-minded actors, the echo chamber is more specific in that it discusses the
similarity of media consumption activities between like-minded actors.
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Thus, the systems of beliefs and values (ideology) are developed through digital media
latent with confirmation biases, perspective preferences, and algorithmic imaginaries. On one
hand, these imaginaries are homogenized for the convenience of users who prefer interacting with
agreeable content and like-minded individuals, as well as for the convenience of media companies
who can maintain the attention of targeted audiences in providing this agreeable experience, which
in turn supports the financial structures of these businesses through advertising. On the other hand,
the imaginaries are unique to each user; it is unlikely that one user would share all of the exact
same connections and content exposure as another user. Two users may share an interest in a
subject; for instance, they may produce and consume feminist content like other members of their
network, but they may not follow the same childhood acquaintances on Twitter or connect with
the same distant cousins on Facebook. These personalized nodes in networked experiences
provide different points of access to the texts and myths of imaginaries.
Some researchers are concerned with how this “individualized new-media environment
will serve less to weave society together than break it apart” (Russell, Ito, Richmond, & Touters,
2008, p. 67). Lim and Kann (2008) express that one way of looking at the lack of online consensus
through such diversification is that it becomes “so particular and so exclusionary of other views as
to be unable to communicate to each other or to a broader audience” (p. 94). These two concerns
function on the assumption that individual expressions of experiences might not have the capability
of weaving society together because they associate exclusion from such experiences as something
that would be unappealing to the public. To some extent, this assumption may ring true; however,
it does not consider the foundational idealizations of the Internet itself.
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Herman (2010) illustrates these idealizations as he utilizes the Wireless Commons
Manifesto to articulate the way in which imaginaries manifest through the affordances of the
networked publics. Herman (2010) states:
the telos of the narrative is as a place of common identity, or topos, where people
‘everywhere’ are connected in the embrace of ‘universal communication.’ This utopos is
technologically constituted by a pan-global network of interconnected local community
networks that effectively annihilates […] physical distance […] and strangers become
potentially comrades in the utopian enterprise. As such, this topos embodies a realm of
disembodied and disembedded virtual sociality and ‘friction-free’ co-presence that has
long been part of the utopian mythos of cyberspace, shared equally by the likes of Bill
Gates and John Perry Barlow (Herman and Sloop 2000, Mosco 2004). It matters not, as
Mosco (2004, 29) has argued, whether such myths are true or false; what matters is whether
they are dead or alive, and this particular myth is very much alive, and at work in the
imaginary of the wireless commons. (p. 190-191)
The ideals of the Internet function upon the existence of spatiotemporal communication barriers
between global communities. The Wireless Commons initiative highlights the Internet’s capacity
to reach international users, as well as the ability to enable both spontaneity and permanency to
make communications more accessible. The distance between various social differences, which
can often cause friction, is reduced as strangers find ideological common ground in joining the
movement. The narrative or myth, which indicates that longstanding communication and cooperation barriers may be overcome through the Internet, is situated as a utopian trope present in
some digitally situated imaginaries. The decrease in spatial proximity through virtual space can
potentially increase the moral proximity between some users due to their ideological stances.
This can be better understood in an investigation of Bauman (1990)’s conceptualization of
moral proximity and universal strangerhood. Bauman (1990) discusses the loneliness of ‘universal
strangerhood’ in highly-populated, metropolitan ecologies (p. 68). The hypervisibility of many
people leads to the implicit invisibility or anonymity of the individual and their actions (Bauman,
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1990). This allows inhabitants to exclude ethical evaluation from the decision-making processes
required to perform social actions (Bauman, 1990). Bauman (1990) explains:
Under conditions of ‘universal strangerhood’, […] physical proximity has been cleansed
of its moral aspect. This means that people may now live and act close to each other and
affect each other’s life conditions and well-being without experiencing moral proximity,
hence remaining oblivious to the moral significance of their actions.
Although this argument expresses that the increase in geographical proximity is detrimental to the
development of moral proximity, one may also use this information to make a case about how the
Internet increases moral proximity.
The networked publics and user publication opportunities have also increased the visibility
of an individual’s performance of certain moral mores. For instance, one user may see a viral video
of an employee at their local mall, racially profiling a customer who records the encounter. There
is a close geographical proximity to the user, but its virality could make the content visible
internationally. In this case, the potential universal strangerhood that could be active at a popular
mall is interrupted by an individual who utilizes the affordances of the networked public to place
the employee’s action within moral discourses. There may be a variety of polarized ideological
stances present in the comments; but at the same time, the local proximity of the event may entail
that the ideological stances communicated in the shares or comments of like-minded Facebook
friends may be prioritized algorithmically. As a user interacts or refuses to interact with the video,
they behave in a way that directs future content with similar moral proximities toward their line of
vision.
The proximities of cyberspace allows users to decrease spatial barriers, possibly
prioritizing moral proximities over geographical proximities, depending on their social behaviours,
individualized interests, and sense of morality. For instance, one user may be a member of an
international Facebook group concerned with ethical clothing that shares texts concerning the
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practices of multinational corporations with sweatshops in Bangladesh or Vietnam, in which the
user may speak with like-minded individuals about the immorality of unfair trade and unsafe
working conditions. Although this example implies a global variety of geographical proximities,
a given post may present a less polarized collection of comments from users than the viral video
in the previous example, due to their membership in a community which indicates a form of
explicit moral proximity. Unlike the previous example, entrance in a group of this sort implies a
higher level of agency in the construction of the personalized imaginary with the intent of gaining
membership to a specific moralized community. The same might be said for members of digitallysituated Black Lives Matter or feminist communities.
The prevalence of virtual communities has been described as a “response to the hunger for
community that has followed the disintegration of traditional communities” (Rheingold, 1993, p.
62; Parks, 2008, p. 107). Individuals may be alienated as “they are cut off from ties of community
and shared moral purpose” (Haidt & Graham, 2008, p. 734). However, the interconnectivity of
the Internet provides a space to develop a shared moral purpose with both local and international
users who make up their digitally situated community. These “moral communities” are created
and maintained through processes of employing empathy (Churcher, 2016, p. 430).
Empathy is a “mechanism” through which feelings are shared, and so, the development of
moral judgment depends upon this mechanism (Churcher, 2016, p. 430). One issue with
empathetic morality is that it could be influenced by biases informed by histories or statuses
(Churcher, 2016), which is especially noticeable within the concepts of the filter bubble and echo
chamber. Churcher (2016) explains that reducing bias may be a trying task; however, studies have
proven that one’s emotional regulation can be improved to account for privilege or biases by
practicing “imaginative perspective taking” exercises that are attentive, critical, reflective, and
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sufficiently informed (meaning that one should never assume that they are perfectly informed) (p.
438-439). Through the bridging of networks present in movements like NoDAPL, the practice of
perspective taking may be applied to more diverse perspectives, thus strengthening the empathetic
mechanisms of diverse water protectors. The mechanism of empathy has allowed the lens of
intersectionality to become more accessible to the diverse networked public, as the next section
will soon explain.
Ideologies, proximities, and internet architectures construct personalized algorithmic
imaginaries connected to assorted collectives. As the assorted collectives overlap within some
algorithmic experiences, empathy and solidarity may be built amongst users with diverse
proximities. As images of the imaginary traverse through different subject circles in different
contexts, users may engage in behaviour that confirms existing ideologies or they may expand
their ideological stance to incorporate the new information to which they have been exposed. As
these relational systems of understanding culture are potentially reimagined, the positioning of a
user’s identity within the network of texts becomes an important area of examination.
Identity, Intersectionality & Idioculture
Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) coined the term intersectionality as a lens through which issues,
like the unequal treatment of Black women in the justice system, could be re-evaluated, as opposed
to what Crenshaw criticizes as a “grand theory of everything” used by some scholars discussing
intersectionality (Kaijser, & Kronsell, 2013, p. 419; Columbia Law School, 2017, para. 45). While Crenshaw’s intention behind this concept is important in understanding how multiple
identities overlap to create specific social experiences for individuals, this paper will apply a
definition that discusses how the experience of numerous people embodying identities (some of
which are overlapping) can be connected to common power dynamics.
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In conceptualising how climate change is becoming instrumental in expressing more
intersections for identities, Anna Kaijser and Annica Kronsell (2013) reference Kathy Davis’
definition of “intersectionality as ‘the interaction between gender, race and other categories of
difference in individual lives, social practices, institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies
and the outcomes of these interactions in terms of power’” (p. 418-419). With the increasing
frequency of environmental inequality in various communities globally – developing in tandem
with the growing gap in wealth inequality – the voices of those who are most affected by injustices
gain a very unique form of recognition and legitimacy, by sharing their stories abundantly and in
unity with similar stories.
Since empathy requires “imaginative perspective taking”, one might argue that the
application of the intersectional lens may be accomplished by diverse publics who have access to
images and stories that represent oppressive power dynamics in their digitally situated imaginaries
(Churcher, 2016 p. 439). Although seeing a few videos on Facebook is not at all equivalent to the
experience of embodying certain identities, the ability to acknowledge, consider, and highlight the
experiences of others, as they utilize their own voice to communicate stories, supports the
development of empathy as a mechanism. As common power dynamics are revealed through the
diverse application of this lens, solidarity may develop to negotiate holistic visions and approaches
to social justice.
Intersectional interconnectivity implies that the numerous categorical layers might not be
experienced by each actor in all of the possible forms (race, gender, sexuality, disability, etc.), but
the connections between other actors who do experience the embodiment of other layers may
bridge understandings, through which the intersectional lens may be applied to common power
dynamics. As personal and diverse experiences reverberate through the pieces of common
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injustices experienced by the public, the growing importance of recognizing these interwoven
power dynamics becomes a major factor in the rise of intersectional feminism as a topic in feminist,
anti-racist, and other social justice subject circles. In order to support the development of
intersectional feminism, scholars like Crenshaw (1989) have highlighted the issues with white
feminism (Kaijser, & Kronsell, 2013, p. 419). Actions can be categorized as products of white
feminism if they are not acknowledging and fighting for women of colour in their fight for gender
equality. Thus, the acknowledgment of Indigenous, Black, and other non-white experiences has
become intertwined with the more mainstream popularity of intersectional feminism in the
progressive networked publics, as well as the understanding of solidarity through global injustice
as a whole.
This process of acknowledgement can be better understood using the concepts of
idioculture, identity construction, and self-referentiality through mutual constitution. As networks
of texts communicating the psychological dimensions of relations, imaginaries tend to develop
reproducible and typifying habits or trends. These common practices can be understood as part of
their respective idioculture, which is “a system of knowledge, beliefs, behaviors and customs
shared by members of an interacting group” (Gilpin, 2011, p. 238). Among the properties of
idioculture represented within the cultural imaginaries of a given digitally situated community,
there are the behaviours and customs that inform the methods through which a member constructs
their identity.
Identity construction is “the sense-making process by which people selectively organize
their experience into a coherent sense of self” (Gilpin, 2011, p. 233). In the networked publics,
this process is accomplished by users who voluntarily display their identity as it shifts and
develops. The dialectical relationship between idioculture and identity construction can be
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understood through Baudrillard’s (2002) idea of mutual constitution, which is used to explore the
concept of self-referentiality. Tierney (2013) extends Baudrillard’s theory to argue that, “social
media both produces the cultural images of a society and mirrors those images back at its users in
a process of self-referentiality” (p. 64). Thus, the presentation and representation of cultural
phenomena both exemplifies and guides an individual’s conception of their relation to each
occurrence. Idioculture presents trending behaviours through which a subject circle might learn
to construct their identities, and users represent the idioculture by contributing to the assemblage
of these informative displays.
To this point, some contemporary conceptualizations of the semiotic self, account for the
growth of social networks (Gilpin, 2011). Gilpin (2011) explains that in this interpretation of the
semiotic self, “identity is constructed as the result of structural and power dynamics, and subject
to constant negotiation of boundaries” (p. 233). Users constantly negotiate these boundaries while
adjusting “their behavior so as to make it appropriate for a variety of different situations and
audiences” (Gilpin, 2011, p. 233). This negotiation works toward depicting a sense of self that has
the potential to be rendered as relatable, or at least understandable, by other members of a network.
Papacharissi (2015) explains that people offer “polysemic performances that must convey
some form of meaning to all without compromising their own sense of who they are” (p. 99). She
describes this duality of these polysemic utterances as “privately imagined and collectively
aspirational, personally defined and politically directed, individually motivated and civically
inclined” (Papacharissi, 2015, p. 101). Thus, a post on an individual’s profile is neither a reflection
of an individual in their entirety, nor a reflection of their various communities. The post is a
networked presentation of the semiotic self “infused with political potential and personal style”
(Papacharissi, 2015, p. 114). For instance, two commenters in the Black Lives Matter (BLM)
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subject circle identified themselves as white as they voiced their support for both the BLM and
NoDAPL movements (User-BF3, 2016; User BB1, 2016). One mentions that she is a woman
(User-BF3, 2016) and the other adds that they are not a member of the elite class (User-BB1,
2016), both expressing their individual positions as they relate to power dynamics and systemic
issues. In doing so, they use their personal identification processes and experiences to contribute
to public opinion. This example will be examined further in Chapter 5 in order to illustrate
negotiations of the semiotic self.
This relationship between the social and the individual displayed through the semiotic self
can be explored further with an investigation of the term collective identity. Polletta and Jasper
(2001) define collective identity as:
an individual's cognitive, moral, and emotional connection with a broader community,
category, practice, or institution. It is a perception of a shared status or relation, which may
be imagined rather than experienced directly, and it is distinct from personal identities,
although it may form part of a personal identity. (p. 285)
The imaginary is able to position perceptions of shared relations amongst members of the
community, which contributes to the formation of a collective identity. Although this broad
definition of collective identity means that it can exist without necessitating a specific social
movement, scholarship on collective identity often discusses its relationship with mobilization.
One example of such studies includes the research contribution of Polletta and Jasper
(2001). They indicate that movement, activist, organizational, and tactical identities can be
established alongside broader examples of collective identity to aid mobilization. Collective
identity is central to the formation of movement identity, which is a form of collective identity
established to acknowledge shared membership in a movement (Polletta & Jasper, 2001).
Organizational identity can be used to claim membership within a specific organization, which
may already be a part of a movement identity (Polletta & Jasper, 2001). Activist identity references
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the constant display of political activity, while tactical identity signifies specific tactics utilized by
a collective unit (Polletta & Jasper, 2001).
These identities can intertwine and exist in cohesion with each other. For instance a water
protector from the BLM movement may ascertain movement identities as a water protector and a
BLM protestor; they might assert their organizational identity by establishing their BLM chapter;
they may acknowledge their identity as an activist due to the frequency portrayed by engaging in
both movements; and they might also consider the peaceful practices of water protectors as part of
their tactical identity. To claim such identities is an action executed in order to express collective
membership and the decisive execution of specific forms of action (Polletta & Jasper, 2001).
The strategic entwinement of identities can be connected to the aim of recruiting
supporters. Polletta and Jasper (2001) state:
How successfully groups frame their identities for the public thus affects their ability to
recruit members and supporters, gain a public hearing, make alliances with other groups,
and defuse opposition. [How] a group frames its identity (exclusive or inclusive,
involuntary or chosen, challenging or conventional) depends on the setting and the
audience to which it is speaking, the kind of opposition it confronts, and the organizational
linkages it has to other groups and movements. (p. 295)
The inclusive framing of this movement enabled the recruitment of diverse actors, many of which
added new forms of identities, cultural imaginaries, and values that continued to extend the
recruitment network.
While a large network is valuable, Gamson (1991) expresses the importance of
communicating common risks in a movement in order to maintain solidarity. The construction of
DAPL did not impose all of the same risks upon all of the water protectors who joined the Standing
Rock Sioux. However, activists were able to identify and position specific issues that spoke to the
imaginaries, idiocultures, and identities of their networks. By drawing connections between
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veterans and national protection or women and gender inequality, texts used a specific selection
of the many possible risks to target certain communities. Gamson (1991) explains:
Solidarity refers to the strength of our loyalties and commitment to a movement collective
identity. To what extent, people may ask themselves, is the collective entity worthy of
personal sacrifice, and how much should it take priority over the needs and demands of
everyday life […]? (p. 45)
As diverse values became woven into the NoDAPL movement, solidarity was developed through
the organization of risks that reflected familiar concerns of given communities.
Thus, identity may be perceived as deeply personal due to histories and experiences, but
also as highly relational in connecting to elements of social actions and organization. The way in
which a movement includes or introduces certain identities impacts the recruitment of supporters
and strength of solidarity. As idioculture is developed within subject circles and movements, the
way in which identities are articulated and instrumentalized in the networked publics must be
considered.
Bridging & Bonding
Lim and Kann (2008) state that, “The Internet’s broad availability, along with its one-tomany and many-to-many modes of communication, make it possible for an organization to quickly
and affordably reach a large group of people while targeting communications to specific parties”
(p. 89). This multi-dimensional audience reach can be established in various ways. For instance,
a collective could utilize a hashtag, which could begin trending on social media (many-to-many),
or the hashtag might be redistributed by a digital media influencer or online journalist (one-tomany) (Bruns & Burgess, 2015).
By observing the macro, meso, and micro levels of communication, the multidimensional
reach that is made possible with the affordances of the networked publics may become clear. Bruns
and Burgess (2015) also explain that the hashtag mechanism allows users to “communicate with a
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community of interest around the hashtag topic without needing to go through the process of
establishing a mutual follower/followee relationship with all or any of the participants” (p.
15). Thus, even if hashtag content is not redistributed in mainstream or popular media entities, the
mere trending of a hashtag in and of itself is capable of tapping into the macro-level of
communication offered through social media (Bruns & Burgess, 2015). In part, the popularity of
utilizing hashtags to meet this end is supported by the fact that platforms, such as Instagram and
Twitter, highlight the use of trending hashtags so prominently in their design.
While the macro-level of communication is executed through the trending of specific
hashtags or even subjects, the meso-level of communication is exhibited in the follower/followee
relationship. Bruns and Burgess (2015) explain, “Each user participating in the hashtag
conversation […] has the potential to act as a bridge between the hashtag community and their
own follower network” (p.19). For instance, a user may be exposed to #NoDAPL if they have
established a mutual following relationship with a veteran. This incidental participation enabled
through the connection between users, who may participate in very different subject circles,
supports the formation of diverse informal groups that are capable of mobilizing or supporting a
cause through a variety of specialized actions (Veenstra, Iyer, Xie, Lyons, Park, & Feng, 2015).
Lastly, there is the micro-level of communication, established through individual
representations on social media. Bruns and Burgess (2015) expresses that the use of hashtags is a
“performative statement” (p. 23). Generally, the conspicuous sharing on personal profiles also
exhibits performativity. This circles back to the idea of constructing an identity, both personal and
collective. One example of this process can be seen in a popular comment in the International
Indigenous subject circle, which expressed that gatherings such as the one in Standing Rock should
become more frequent so that Indigenous people can organize, support each other, and act in unity
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(User-IG5, 2016). This comment also explains that social media is key to discussing collective
actions such as boycotting or voting (User-IG5, 2016). In this comment, the user implies their
personal Indigenous status by using the words “we” and “our” to discuss Indigenous issues and
mobilization. At the same time, this user utilized their performance of group membership to
describe the potential of the collective in hopes to unify Indigenous nations. By announcing
opinions which may feel deeply personal, a user may also bridge communities that share some
similar experiences or relations with reality. In this instance, the micro-level of communicating
identity contributes to the bridging between diverse Indigenous communities in the networked
public.
Social capital is also an important concept to consider with the analysis of network
bridging. Social capital can be defined as “the benefits that can be attained from connections
between people through their social networks” (Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield & Vitak, 2011, p. 127).
One study of Obama’s successful presidential campaign expresses that the variety of ways in
which the social capital of the campaign manifested as “more time on the campaign trail and less
time on the phones begging for donations” (Johnson, Zhang, Bichard & Seltzer, 2011, p. 190).
Much in the same way, water protectors gained social capital through their expanding network and
resulting publicity, which manifested in the capacity to stay at the camp for a long period of time
using donated funds. Instead of continuously contacting potential sponsors for donations, they
invited the assorted skills, experiences, and perspectives in their heterogeneous network, to create
a collective that offered a variety of support mechanisms (legal, financial, etc.).
The resources attained through these digitally situated connections can be described as
either bonding or bridging social capital (Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield & Vitak, 2011, p. 127). The
type of social capital that fulfills the bonding function can be characterized as more exclusive and
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tightknit than bridging social capital. Bridging social capital is more inclusive than bonding, but
on a more limited basis of engagement, in order to appeal to larger audiences (Ellison, Lampe,
Steinfield & Vitak, 2011). As NoDAPL extended its message and purpose across subject circles,
both forms of social capital are utilized by water protectors. In doing so, this movement is capable
of overcoming structural holes, which are the inherent gaps between different digitally-situated
communities. (Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield & Vitak, 2011, p. 128). In exploring this concept, it is
argued that “individuals whose networks span these holes are at an advantage because they have
access to a more diverse set of information and can better control the flow of that information
between groups, thus garnering more bridging social capital” (Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield & Vitak,
2011, p. 128).
As the imaginaries constructed within subject circles are born of similarity, solidarity,
diaspora, and digital capacities, the moral proximity is established through the representation of
relevant issues, values, and experiences that bridge and bond participants. The Black Lives Matter
activists who delineate the likeness between Indigenous and Black institutional and environmental
racism, construct a bridge between the imaginaries. In doing so, they also build on the algorithmic
imaginary of the BLM subject circle, which continues to inform a user’s individual and collective
relationship with reality. Similarly, feminists who delineate the DAPL’s potential impact on the
livelihood of Indigenous women (Majdancic, 2016), or celebrate the strong, two-spirit women and
women of colour leading the movement (Prakash, 2016; Grassroots Global Justice Alliance, 2016),
construct a bridge between the intersectional feminist community and the cause. By constructing
the story using the various communication idiocultures that are present in different subject circles,
the structural holes and gaps in beliefs may be reduced. As the case bridges its way into different
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subject circles, highlighting specifically relevant but connected risks, the movement reduces
structural holes and builds social capital.
At the same time, BLM’s bonding social capital is established, in part, through the tightknit
community of members within local chapters, who mobilize to highlight locally relevant issues;
while their ability to connect with the international BLM chapters, as well as other movements like
NoDAPL, implies their bridging form of social capital. In this case, the homogeneity of locally
situated networks helps mobilize actors and establish articulations, which can be negotiated in the
more heterogeneous networks established in the overlapping of movements. By similarly tapping
into the collective mobilization and support gained through various Indigenous movements
NoDAPL was able to bridge networks with groups who have already developed bonding social
capital within their respective nations.
The specificity of each groups’ bond shows how the individualization of content
consumption is not necessarily a barrier for social movements that are digitally mobilized. As the
heterogeneous public mobilizes to confront politicized issues, it is important to relate the processes
of recognition back to the networked publics. As one study explains:
[S]ocial network users reliance on these sites […] could increase civic involvement
because of the social nature of these sites. [R]eliance on social network sites may increase
the likelihood that they seek out political information. […] Facebook may also provide a
comfortable environment for those not normally engaged in politics to explore political
activity because they see their friends engaged in political behavior on Facebook, which,
in turn, translates to offline political participation. (Johnson, Zhang, Bichard & Seltzer,
2011, p. 187)
Numerous studies have concluded that political discussion increases political involvement
(Johnson, Zhang, Bichard & Seltzer, 2011). Homogeneous networks affirm actively political
behaviour according to respective trends, which work toward establishing bonding social capital;
while heterogeneous networks can spur further discussions, debates, and a variety of behaviours,
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which work toward establishing bridging social capital (Johnson, Zhang, Bichard & Seltzer,
2011). By diversifying the forms of social capital utilized, this movement’s collective identity
appears to be more inclusive and reach can be further extended.
NoDAPL was able to tap into numerous subject circles to gain different forms of social
capital, embracing the relationships established through the convergence of homogeneously
articulated experiences in the heterogeneous public of the movement, and in doing so, garnered a
large amount of attention. The acknowledgement of an issue may be more inclusively perpetuated
by placing the case within the context of specific images, values, and relations, which are
constructed and consumed within specific subject circles, and made common within the trends of
respective algorithmic imaginaries. These trends include the representation of values and beliefs,
which have been applied to NoDAPL discourse, legitimizing the movement for participants within
diverse subject circles.
Discourse Legitimation
These trends relate to the dialectical relationship between social actors in the construction
of meaning. In discussing the discursive challenge of environmental media production, Olausson
and Berglez (2014) claim that engaging in interdisciplinary research is one way to develop more
public understanding regarding the relationship between media and climate change. The purpose
of conducting such studies is not to attain complete unity within fields and perspectives; rather,
the purpose is to bring together diverse disciplines for collaborative and problem-oriented
reflections upon reality (Olausson & Berglez, 2014).
Different critical dialects are applied to the NoDAPL case, from feminism to colonialism
and racism. As such, this study will expand the strengths of interdisciplinary climate change
studies to the assessment of diverse subject circles that legitimize social movements.

By
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communicating through the dialects or idiocultures of subject circles – which are developed
through network homophily and algorithmic imaginaries – the values, tropes, concepts,
experiences, etc. that have become familiar to participants are highlighted within the case in order
to legitimize the movement. Subject circles overlap through the heterogeneous public maintained
to discuss DAPL development, which enables a user to potentially acknowledge the movement’s
legitimacy through the wealth of ideological avenues accessible to the network.
For instance, veterans highlight that their determination to protect American citizens is
what motivated them to stand with Standing Rock (Burbank & Jackson, 2016; Eversley, 2016;
Mele, 2016), which plays into a dominant, nationalistic trope of courageous protectors regarding
the U.S. military. It is with this same representation of goals that veterans state their intention to
protect residents of Flint after leaving the camp, which connects to the representation of issues in
the BLM subject circle. As a result of the connections made between these movements, some
veterans may continue to opt-in to the nationalistic understanding of protection values, or they
could also expand their representation of value systems to legitimize the problematic existence of
environmental racism and systemic oppression, due to the exposure to ideological frameworks
which have become more familiar through the NoDAPL public. Regardless, their resistance to or
acceptance of the diverse ideological frameworks represented within this movement shapes their
willingness to mobilize for other connected movements in the future.
Mobilization is relevant to discourse legitimation within the context of network
homophily. Wang and Chu (2019) explain:
homophily and preferential attachment were underlying the information sharing activities
on Twitter to help spread the word about a collective cause and grow its influence. This
present study […] highlights the importance of applying a network perspective to
uncover the process of organizing supporters and achieving legitimacy of a cause.
(p. 394)
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Their study goes on to explain that network homophily “helps ease communication, increase
predictability of behavior, and establish trust”, which legitimizes a movement through this trust,
and in turn bridges the networks of like-minded users (Wang & Chu, 2019, p. 399). While the
collective increases in size and diversity, the implications of legitimacy grow as well.
Theo Van Leeuwen (2007) presents a framework through which discourses can be
observed for their processes of legitimation. Van Leeuwen (2007) focuses on outlining four
categories of legitimation utilized within discourse studies:
1) Authorization, that is, legitimation by reference to the authority of tradition,
custom and law, and of persons in whom institutional authority of some
kind is vested.
2) Moral evaluation, that is, legitimation by (often very oblique) reference to value
systems.
3) Rationalization, that is, legitimation by reference to the goals and uses of
institutionalized social action, and to the knowledge society has constructed to
endow them with cognitive validity.
4) Mythopoesis, that is, legitimation conveyed through narratives whose outcomes
reward legitimate actions and punish non-legitimate actions. (p. 92)
For the purpose of this study, mythopoesis will be considered within the moral evaluation category,
as this section will explain. That being said, this study proposes multiple modifications to this
framework. In order to communicate these assorted alterations more clearly, I have included a
diagram that thoroughly defines and connects the revised categories of discourse legitimation with
their associated terms in Figure 1 of the Appendix. In addition to this supplement, the Appendix
also offers four diagrams (Figure 2-5), which connect forms of legitimation to sections of NoDAPL
texts through colour coordinated organization, in order to better illustrate the way in which these
terms will be assessed.
Within these broad categories, Van Leeuwen (2007) identifies multiple layers of
categorization. For authorization, there are two additional layers of identification. The high-level
subcategories are custom, authority, and commendation.

The more specific subcategories
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Tradition

references the legitimation established in stating that an action is “what we have always done”
(Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 96). The main difference between these two forms is that the tradition
refers to the continuity of an action within a given culture, while the conformity may refer to the
present popularity of actions.
Conformity indicates to the idea that “Most people are doing it, and so should you” (Van
Leeuwen, 2007, p. 97). Van Leeuwen (2007) depicts a more passive relationship with such
actions, as he uses the term ‘conformity’, which maintains connotations of complacency. This
study instead proposes the use of the term public significance, to address the active roles that
speakers have in conveying the authority of large sums of people. This term accounts for an
individual’s active process of evaluating what ‘most people are doing,’ and active contribution to
the popularity of utterances indicating such behaviours. Thus, public significance may also include
legitimation that indicates ‘everybody is impacted by this issue, so you should care about it too’.
The specific subcategories associated with authorization through authority are personal
and impersonal. Personal authority refers to the legitimacy of “a person because of their status or
role in a particular institution” or group (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 94). In this study, personal
authority is often used to reference organizational identities or the positions of identities within the
context of institutional racism. Impersonal authority refers to the legitimacy of “laws, rules and
regulations” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 96). Impersonal authority will be used to discuss the
legitimacy of treaties, evacuation orders, and other government control tactics.
The specific subcategories associated with authorization through commendation are expert
authority and role model authority (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Expert commendation is accomplished
by establishing expertise or credentials (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Unlike personal authority, which
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references status within an organization, expertise references experience and knowledge (Van
Leeuwen, 2007). Role model commendation is accomplished by influencers or leaders whose
actions may be “imitated from afar, and the mere fact that these role models adopt a certain kind
of behaviour, or believe certain things, is enough to legitimize the actions of their followers” (Van
Leeuwen, 2007, p. 95). The almost blind following of role models suggested by Van Leeuwen
(2007) will not be as prominent in this study because the agency, engagement, and feedback
processes of potential followers will be assessed. What will be more applicable to this study is the
positioning of a role model as a form of an ideal identity, which may be followed in order to
replicate ideals in the practices associated with identity construction. The idealization of role
model entities will be key in the analysis of veterans as national idols; while the accomplishment
of role models that share similar identities or experiences as followers is more prominent in the
other subject circles. The accomplishments of role models illustrate the reason followers may
idealize actors and attempt to replicate their actions.
Legitimation via rationalization consists of numerous layers, similar to legitimation
through authorization. Its two high-level subcategories are characterized as theoretical and
instrumental (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Theoretical rationalization can be expressed using
experiential or scientific knowledge schemes (Van Leeuwen, 2007). According to Van Leeuwen
(2007), experiential rationalization refers to “‘various explanatory schemes relating sets of
objective meanings’” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 104). That being said, this study suggests that
experiential rationalization should instead refer to various explanatory schemes rooted in
experience. This differentiation allows legitimation through subjective knowledges to be
considered within this category, which is important given the network homophily and algorithmic
imaginaries present within social media discourse.
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Scientific rationalization refers to “‘differentiated bodies of knowledge’” which include
religious, institutional and of course scientific understandings (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 104). This
study extends scientific theoretical rationalization to also be referred to as bodies of knowledge,
since religion was already considered within the scientific category, and there are certain belief
systems that are not necessarily represented by an organized religion, which may similarly
legitimize claims. Bodies of knowledge will address the well-established spiritual and social
rationalities that are fairly prominent in this study, including some Indigenous spiritual knowledges
related to the terms ‘Mother Earth’ and ‘Turtle Island,’ as well as ideologies related to
intersectional feminism, ecofeminism, environmentalism, etc.
Both the theoretical rationalization of experience and knowledge bodies further categorize
legitimations as a definition, explanation, or prediction (Van Leeuwen, 2007). In a definition,
“one activity is defined in terms of another, moralized activity” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p.
104). Although a theoretically rationalized definition is similar to a morally legitimized
evaluation, the main difference is that a definition focuses on a subject that is described, while an
evaluation focuses on the description of a subject. A theoretically rationalized explanation
describes “general attributes or habitual activities of the categories of actors in question” (Van
Leeuwen, 2007, p. 104). One may differentiate this type of legitimation from definition through
the temporal and causal ties necessary in acknowledging the relationship between actors and
actions. Predictions are based on expertise (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Unlike expert authority which
is entwined in an aura of idealized identity status, predictions rationalize statements about current
or future situations using their expertise.
The specific subcategories of instrumental rationalizations are goal orientation, means
orientation, and effect orientation (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 105). Goal-oriented instrumental
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rationalization refers to “purposes [that] are constructed as ‘in people’, as conscious or
unconscious motives, aims, intentions, goals, etc.” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 102). Legitimation
through goal-oriented rationalization can be characterized as either agentialized or de-agentialized
in order to signify whether motives are conscious or unconscious (Van Leeuwen, 2007). In a
means-oriented instrumental rationalization, “the purpose is constructed as ‘in the action’, and the
action as a means to an end” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 102). Instrumental rationalization through
means orientation can be characterized in four ways. Like goal orientation, a method can be
identified as agentialized or de-agentialized (Van Leeuwen, 2007). It can also be assessed by the
communication of use, which is the established achievement of means, or potentiality, which is
how a method may enable a type of achievement (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Lastly, Van Leeuwen
(2007) explains that effect orientation “emphasizes the outcome of actions” which can be
characterized as either an agentialized/purposive result or unconscious/reactionary effect (Van
Leeuwen, 2007, p. 105).
The next category of legitimation that can be applied to this study is moral evaluation,
which Van Leeuwen (20017) also calls moral legitimation. ‘Moral legitimation’ will be the
preferred term utilized throughout this paper, in order to more clearly differentiate from its
respective subcategories. The subcategories include evaluation, analogies or comparison, and
abstraction (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Evaluation describes actors, actions, or occurrences using
adjectives that are “‘designative’ and ‘attributive’” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 98). In order to clearly
establish how this form is unlike a theoretical explanation, this study will assess how evaluation
through moral legitimation connotes moral values that can be acknowledged as positive or
negative.
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According to Van Leeuwen (2007), moral evaluation that is executed through comparison
indicates that an activity that belongs to one situation is compared to another “and the positive or
negative values […] are then transferred to the original activity” (p. 99). Although Van Leeuwen
(2007) primarily applies this category to analogies, this study will focus on comparisons and
correlations between experiences, which work into discourses of communal values. Within the
comparison subcategory, there is an additional layer of assessment, which is the positive and/or
negative assertions that are used to legitimize and delegitimize a subject (Van Leeuwen,
2007). For instance, comparisons with positive correlations exist in the alignment of the Standing
Rock Sioux and international Indigenous experiences. Such comparisons legitimize different
Indigenous communities by illustrating the experience of one group and likening it to the
experience of another. Comparisons with negative correlations include the display of difference
between a white activist and non-white activist in the BLM subject circle (Walker, 2016). This
comparison legitimizes the existence of white privilege and delegitimize a specifically destructive
actions associated with white privilege.
Abstraction refers to actors or actions “in abstract ways that ‘moralize’ them by distilling
from them a quality that links them to discourses of moral values” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p.
99). Both evaluation and abstraction are important in assessing the discourse of communal values,
but the main difference is that evaluation functions on more concrete descriptions, while
abstraction relies on more poetic forms of signification. Van Leeuwen (2007) explains,
“Instead of ‘the child goes to school for the first time’, we might say ‘the child takes up
independence’, so that the practice of schooling is legitimized in terms of a discourse of
‘independence’” (99). In a similar fashion, water protectors say ‘water is life’ instead of ‘water is
necessary to life’, so that the protection of water is legitimized in terms of a moral discourse
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discussing ‘life’. The poetic form is one of the reasons that this study suggests abstraction and
mythopoesis may be considered alongside each other.
Van Leeuwen (2007) places mythopoesis as its own category; however, this study shows
how it can be placed in the moral category, due to the positive or negative associations implied
through mythopoetic language. In order to connect mythopoesis to moral legitimation, this study
will discuss single determination and overdetermination, both of which are explored more plainly
by Sadeghi and Jalali (2013), who use Van Leeuwen’s 2008 text as a base. Sadeghi and Jalali
(2013) define single determination as a “straightforward representation of events” (p. 1068). They
divide overdetermination into two more specific categories: inversion and symbolization (Sadeghi
& Jalali, 2013, p. 1068). Mythopoetic inversion is identified when “actors and/or actions [are]
inverted in terms of specific semantic features” (Sadeghi & Jalali, 2013, p. 1068). According to
Sadeghi and Jalali (2013) symbolization manifests in “stories/narrations [which] use specific
actions that can represent more than one domain of institutionalized social practice” (p. 1068). In
order to address the symbolic authority that is not necessarily connected to institutionalized
practices, this study will identify symbolization as the legitimation that utilizes specific terms,
which can represent more than one experience and provide a mythical model of social action.
While abstraction utilizes abstract language to describe a moral actor or subject,
mythopoetic legitimation utilizes poetic language to describe embodied symbols which are
grounded through experiences. The key difference is that, even though mythopoetic legitimation
is symbolic, it is not abstract since it is based in experiential representations. For instance, veterans
inverted the mythopoetic expectations, embodied within the veteran identity as militarized
protectors, by explaining that they would engage in peaceful and protective methods as directed
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by NoDAPL leaders (Eversley, 2016). In discussing this inversion, veterans morally legitimize
peaceful actions and delegitimize the violent tactics used by police and law enforcement.
In the feminist subject circle, a text describes how Mother Earth and one Indigenous
woman both embody the experience of rape victimhood through symbolization. The woman
explains, “I have been raped and watching that pipeline be forced into my mother feels similar to
when something I didn't want be forced into me” (Prakash, 2017, para. 13). By referring to Earth
as mother, and comparing rape to resource extraction, this woman taps into an embodied
symbolization of rape culture. The issue of raping women is embodied by rapists, alongside the
rape of land that is embodied by the responsible government and corporate parties, delegitimizing
the perpetrators and positioning them as similarly immoral.
That being said, to discuss mythopoetic legitimation in discourse, Van Leeuwen (2017)
primarily references moral tales and cautionary tales. This is loosely exemplified through two
Indigenous prophecies: the black snake and the seventh generation. According to one article:
There is an ancient Lakota prophecy about a black snake that would slither across the land,
desecrating the sacred sites and poisoning the water before destroying the Earth. For many
Indigenous people gathered near the Standing Rock Sioux reservation, that snake has a
name — the Dakota Access pipeline. (Pauls, 2016, para. 1-2)
Another article describes:
a prophecy among Native tribes called “the seventh generation”, which speaks of a time
thought to be seven generations after first contact with Europeans, when indigenous youth
and allies from all races come together to enact a new age of healing and rebirth for Native
people and Turtle Island. (Whittle, 2016, “It’s Seven-Generation”, para. 4)
The text goes on to indicate that the current youth of the Standing Rock Sioux are the seventh
generation that had been prophesized (Whittle, 2016). By comparison, the former story may
appear to be more of a cautionary tale, while the latter may serve as a more moral tale; however,
without a clear end to each story, these subcategorizations are fairly loose. Regardless, both stories
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rely on the aura of the sacred and spiritual to gain mythopoetic legitimation. Although these
spiritually symbolic stories are present in the discourse of the movement as a whole, their
legitimation function is not significantly apparent in the selected corpus.
To apply these concepts to discourse analysis, Van Leeuwen (2007) placed them within
the context of actors, actions, reactions and purposes. Van Leeuwen (2007) explains that this can:
on the one hand separate out the actors, actions and so on from the reactions, purposes and
legitimations, but on the other hand also show how these two aspects of the text, the
representations and the interpretations, […] are related – [the latter of these functions is
accomplished] by means of aligning the legitimations with the actions and/or actors they
legitimize. (p. 109)
In identifying the forms of legitimation, this study will illustrate how the different depictions of
actors and actions reproduce and extend the reactions and purposes of the movement, by
incorporating the identities and idioculture of respective subject circles. Actors and actions will
be assessed through the performance of (interviewed) people, writers, users, the specific
communities presented, and the larger collective. Reactions and purposes will reflect the
implementation of values and beliefs present within each subject circle.

In utilizing Van

Leeuwen’s conceptual model, this study will illustrate how discourse provides legitimations that
mobilize diverse users within the networked publics to engage in social action and assume the
collective identity of the water protectors.
Connecting Concepts
Each user’s performativity in the practice of posting, utilizing the #NoDAPL and related
hashtags, “makes hashtags discourse that recognizes itself as such (sometimes); an affective
amplifier (sometimes); useful in linking or constituting particular publics (sometimes); and even
able to subtend communities (sometimes) – depending on how it is deployed” (Rambukkana, 2015,
p. 2). The self-referentiality of representational behaviours regarding identity, values, beliefs and

THE LEGITIMATION & NETWORKED UNIFICATION OF #NODAPL

62

experiences within the networked public, point toward the impact of algorithmic imaginaries and
subject circles. Through the affordances of the networked public, ideologies and morality are
articulated in order to legitimize stances on familiar or developing issues. As an idioculture
encompassing representational behaviours is applied to an issue, participants in a subject circle
may relate to the issue through a familiar lens. As these subject circles overlap through movements
or issues that become common, the method through which they are categorically analyzed must
consider the flexibility of these factors, which are negotiated through the discourse of this case.

3: Methodology
Purpose
In this discourse study of networked publics there will be two main research
questions. First, how did NoDAPL discourse construct forms of legitimation that reproduced and
extended each subject circle’s respective identities, values, experiences, and beliefs? Second, how
did the utilization of these elements impact potential engagement in social action and the
formulation of a collective identity? The former question will help in the process of assessing
representation and expression; whereas, the latter will guide the identification of effects that these
expressions had on the network and movement. In answering these questions, this case study of
NoDAPL will argue that discourse legitimized the movement by communicating ideologies,
identities, and experiences that were both diverse and relevant to existing subject circles, in order
to develop a flexibly inclusive collective identity, bridge local and global networks, and affectively
amplify public engagement. The results of this research should, thus, serve community organizers
in the planning of future mobilization tactics. The significance of the diverse experiences
represented in this study may also support corporate, institutional, and government actors in
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transitioning to more socially and ecologically sustainable methods for engaging in organizational
actions.
Selection & Scope
The specific area of investigation considers the positionalities of numerous communities
within the same cause, as manifested through the discourse strategies used throughout
communication and identification processes that became prominent in the case. Rowe (2014)
defines positionality as “the stance or positioning of the researcher in relation to the social and
political context of the study—the community, the organization or the participant group” (p. 628).
Heaslip (2014) applies the concept of positionality to a discussion of allyship. Heaslip (2014)
explains:
The concept of ‘allyship’ is a work in progress: Its research roots can be traced to a variety
of communities, including the lesbian, gay, transgender[…], bisexual, queer and twospirited communities and their efforts to create safer and more meaningful engagement
with researchers who desired to work with them. Much of the continued effort to
understand authentic, genuine and honest ‘allyship’ has emerged from within indigenous
and non-indigenous partnerships in community-based research. […] Respectful research
practice cannot take place between non-indigenous researchers and Aboriginal
communities without a constant emphasis on critical self-reflexivity in terms of beliefs,
values and positionality. It is imperative that this reflexivity is grounded in the continuous
development of knowledge relating to the historical and contemporary experiences of the
communities one is working within. (p. 559, 561)
In order to examine positionality within the context of allyship, this study will ground arguments
by placing a critical emphasis on the diverse experiences represented within the four subject circles
discussed: international Indigenous nations, Black Lives Matter activists, veterans, and feminists
or women. The identities, beliefs, values and experiences self-identified by each subject circle’s
contributors will be compared and contrasted, within and between subject circles, in order to
ensure that the positions described are grounded through relational considerations. This element
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of the study is especially important due to the allyship required to build solidarity amongst diverse
people.
It should be noted that there were other subject circles connected to this movement,
including the content that may have engaged mainstream audiences and fans of celebrities like
Shailene Woodley, Susan Sarandon, Marvel’s Avengers; environmental activists and
organizations; as well as Freedom Square, Palestinian and Muslim activists. Although celebrities
were very prominent in this movement, the presence of a celebrity advocating for ‘on-brand’ issues
is prevalent within many movements. Since this case seeks to discuss the novelty of diverse
collectives coming together, such subject circles were not deemed as relevant to the study as the
four selected. Environmentalists were also prominent advocates of the movement; however, in the
preliminary research process, NoDAPL texts indicated that the term ‘environmentalist’ was often
used as a catch-all identity. As such, many of the texts relating to environmentalists did not display
an explicit identity in a way that invited specific communities, as the four selected subject circles
did. Freedom Square, Palestinian and Muslim activists have been excluded due to a limited
amount of available texts making connections between the movements.
These four categories of subject circles consist of at least two social media posts and two
digital articles or blog posts. These four texts are selected for each subject circle because three
examples are often sufficient to indicate a trend, but four examples balance the potential medium
biases. Alone, a limited number of social media posts might not offer significantly substantial
information, and articles may not effectively discuss participation in the networked publics. Thus,
this method aims at balancing the distinctive affordances of various digital media forms.
The digital articles and blog posts will be grouped together due to their affiliation with
specific media organizations and the presence single author. Each subject circle will include two
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articles or blog posts, for a total of eight articles or blogs analyzed in this corpus. The social media
presence and readership of mainstream, popular, or grassroots publication organizations will be
discussed in order to connect this to the larger subject circles.
For the selection of social media posts within each subject circle, there will be two images,
videos, status updates, or links that are shared from either a personal profiles or group pages. In
addition to these texts, this study will also analyse approximately three of the most popular
comments or replies on each social media post, which are identified by their number of likes. Since
numerous Facebook posts within this corpus have hundreds of comments, the inclusion of this
limited sample assists in balancing the ratio of content between social media and the lengthier
digital articles or blog posts. Some comments are a part of a thread which must be analyzed for
adequate contextual information. Some posts have comments/replies with an equal number of
likes, or comments without enough likes to adequately determine popularity. As a result of these
factors, the number of comments included in each subject circle is not merely three comments per
two Facebook posts, for a total of six comments in each subject circle and twenty-four comments
in the entire corpus. Rather, there is an average of approximately seven comments or replies per
subject circle analyzed.
The personal profiles from which some of the original Facebook posts are shared have at
least 1,200 - 12,000 followers (with even more friends), and the users position themselves as public
personalities, advocates, or influencers. In an effort to avoid the erasure of their identities, these
public profiles will be accredited. That being said, most comments are cited using a format that
maintains the anonymity of commenters. Users will be cited as ‘User-’, followed by the first letter
of the label used for each subject circle (i.e. ‘I’ for international Indigenous Nations), then the first
letter of the author or organization referenced for the original post, and lastly a random number.
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For instance, one comment from a user engaging with the video directed by Rivas and Gürsöz
(2016), which has been included in the international Indigenous subject circle, would be referenced
as ‘User-IR1’. Although these comments are all publicly visible, this strategy is important to social
media research that intends on maintaining the dignity and privacy of users, especially of those
whom criticize the movement.
A purposive, non-random selection method will be utilized, as recommended for
researchers who use an interpretive paradigm (Merrigan, Johnston, & Huston, 2012). Each of the
texts will be assessed for their representation of actors, their portrayal of respective values and
histories, as well as their legitimation of specific understandings and issues related to the NoDAPL
movement. In order to select texts, I will search for online media published between the initiation
of the movement in April 2016 and completion of the pipeline in April 2017.3 To define and limit
this vast array of content, movement-related keywords and hashtags (i.e. NoDAPL, water
protector(s), water is life/mni wiconi, Standing Rock, etc.) will be combined with keywords related
to specific subject circles (i.e. BLM/Black Lives Matter, International Indigenous/First Nations,
feminists/women, etc.). I also searched Facebook pages that were related to the movement or
subject circles, including the Veterans for Standing Rock Facebook page. The texts that offered a
substantial amount of information or discussions of values were prioritized over other texts, in
order to further limit the scope of this research.
Thus, one limitation of this study is the prioritization of results, which may have been
impacted by factors related to subjectivity. For instance, the text selected from the Black Lives
Matter – Toronto Facebook page may have been more visible to me, a Canadian researcher, than
users who do not engage with Canadian literature. My own exposure to content on Facebook is

3

That being said, all of the texts selected in this corpus were published between July 2016 and March 2017.
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very much a product of the algorithmic imaginary; however, I have reduced some potential bias
by reviewing hundreds of texts and trends within each subject circle before selecting the corpus
for this study.
Data Analysis
Van Leeuwen (2007) provides a method through which discourse legitimation may be
analyzed. Figure 6 in the Appendix displays the table used in Van Leeuwen’s (2007) study. This
table connects actors to actions, actions to reactions or purposes, and then reactions or purposes to
legitimations. In order to exemplify how these elements are legitimized in discourse, Van
Leeuwen (2007) utilizes Gunther Kress’s (1985) study of Helen Caldicott’s speech, delivered at
an anti-nuclear event in Sydney, Australia. In this case study, the French (actors) detonate bombs
in the Pacific Ocean (action) (Van Leeuwen, 2007). This prompts the Australians (actors) to bring
the French to court (action) (Van Leeuwen, 2007). The purpose of the latter action is to discipline
France. The reaction to Australia’s eventual success was “cheer” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 109).
One of the legitimations established in the discourse, which could be placed within the
evaluation subcategory of moral legitimation, is the characterization of the Australians as “great,
best in the world, fantastic people” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 109) (italicized in text). This
evaluation is foundational to the abstract moralized action of upholding “enormous responsibility
because [Australians] have to lead the earth to survival” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 109). One may
also argue that the moral comparison depicts Australia as a country with actors who possess positive
values, while depicting the values motivating France’s actors as negative.
In reference to Kress’s (1985) study and Caldicott’s speech, Van Leeuwen (2007) explains
that this method of analysis can:
on the one hand separate out the actors, actions and so on from the reactions, purposes and
legitimations, but on the other hand also show how these two aspects of the text, the
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representations and the interpretations, […] are related – [the latter of these functions is
accomplished] by means of aligning the legitimations with the actions and/or actors they
legitimize. (p. 109)
In this study of water protectors, actors and actions will be assessed through the performance of
(interviewed) people, writers, users, communities, and the larger collective. Reactions and
purposes will be observed as they represent and extend the values and beliefs present within each
subject circle. In identifying the forms of legitimation, this study will illustrate how the different
depictions of actors and actions reproduce and extend the reactions and purposes of the movement,
by incorporating the identities and idioculture of respective subject circles.
Figure 7.1 and 7.2 of the Appendix illustrates the way in which texts are analyzed in this
study of NoDAPL, utilizing a similar table to that of Van Leeuwen (2007). I have added three
additional columns to Van Leeuwen’s format: the column titled ‘Text ID’ identifies the text from
which contents is gathered, the next column titled ‘Quote’ records all of the captions, direct quotes,
or text overlays, and the third column titled ‘Imagery’ describes the images or video clips included
in the text. In some iterations of this table, I include an additional column titled ‘Trends’, located
immediately prior to the ‘Legitimation’ column, which identifies recurring values or terms
suggested in the text.
Every single element of each text is captured in the chart, instead of merely selecting
sections that aligned with this study’s research questions. This is done in order to adequately assess
all forms of legitimation and value systems displayed in each piece, prior to producing arguments.
After analyzing each artefact, sections are placed in a new table and grouped with similar
depictions of legitimation, identity, and experiences. After rigorous processes of reorganization,
these groupings will then outline the sections of each chapter. These grouped sections will indicate
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the themes, motifs, images, and narrative forms trending within respective subject circles,
illustrating the elements of algorithmic imaginaries that are relevant to legitimation processes.
Lindlof and Taylor (2011) explain that one of the ways to use documents in qualitative
research is to observe it as “a site of claims to power, legitimacy, and reality” (p. 232). Personal
documents, such as the texts included in this study, offer spontaneous information on individual
relationships, beliefs, and communication tendencies that can reveal an author’s perspective on the
truth or reality (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). To avoid the dangers of extrapolating one person’s
expression of reality to represent an entire group in hyperbole, this study will indicate users’ selfidentification and reflect upon the frequency of similar expressions. This project will not
pigeonhole social groups, as the existence of fluid and intersecting identities is expressed within
the discourse and analysis. For instance, there are Indigenous individuals who also identify as
veterans. Rather than understanding group identities in a fixed manner, this study expresses how
the variety of topics connected to the movement’s collective identity and knowledges, enabled a
form of inclusivity that broke barriers of separation.
Thus, the unique trends within each subject circle will show how respective ideologies,
imaginaries and identities are instrumentalized, so that different positionalities could overlap in
the public space formed to discuss NoDAPL. The knowledges and histories of diverse
communities become entrenched in the collective knowledges developed by water protectors as
Black Lives Matter advocates acknowledge the intertwinement of issues, veterans acknowledge
the Standing Rock Sioux as worthy of protection, feminists examine the specific barriers and
opportunities for women, and international Indigenous nations unify through common resistances.
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4: Awakening International Indigenous Unity
Introduction
In 2011, the Office of the Auditor General issued a report which expressed that Indigenous
reserves are ninety times more likely to lack water piping than any other Canadian home
(Hanrahan, 2017). Some excuses surrounding the remote locations and technical practicalities
have been disproven, as Hanrahan (2017) explains:
[‘All] of the [non-Indigenous] municipalities were in the low risk category, even small and
northern non-First Nation community water systems’ (Walters et al. 2012). Thus, even
small, isolated towns which might expect some water insecurity due to, say, underfunded
infrastructure, are not water insecure, as long as they are populated by non-Indigenous
people. (p. 73-73)
In fact, Black and McBean (2017b) explain, “The Assembly of First Nations reported in 2005 that
funding to First Nations was approximately one-half of what federal, provincial and municipal
governments spend on the average Canadian” (p. 253). This is supported by the Safe Drinking
Water for First Nations Expert Panel, which concluded that the federal government has never
granted Indigenous reserves funds comparable to that of the non-Indigenous areas, that would
provide residents access to water (Boyd, 2011).
In 2011, Canada’s Department of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development reported
that 73% of water and wastewater systems utilized in Indigenous reservations are considered highrisk or medium-risk (Black & McBean, 2017a). In 2005, the Office of the Governor General
expressed that citizens living on Indigenous reservations are twenty-six times more likely than
other citizens to contract waterborne illnesses, such as gastrointestinal infections which often
become chronic (Morrison, Bradford, & Bharadwaj, 2015, p. 353). In addition to gastrointestinal
illnesses, numerous Canadian studies have linked the Indigenous water issues to a range of other
health implications (Bradford, Bharadwaj, Okpalauwaekwe, & Waldner, 2016, p. 12). These
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implications include infant mortality, birth defects, developmental issues, neurological issues, skin
issues, various cardiovascular diseases, liver diseases, autoimmune diseases, thyroid disease,
kidney issues, cancers, mental health issues, as well as obesity and diabetes (the last two having
been linked to water by the increased rates of drinking sugary beverages as an alternative)
(Bradford, Bharadwaj, Okpalauwaekwe, & Waldner, 2016, p. 5, 12).
Why is the experience of Indigenous Canadians relevant to the issues facing the Standing
Rock Sioux? Although there is a lot of cultural diversity throughout Indigenous nations globally,
legacies of colonization connect these assorted people by common injustices. Indigenous nations
from across the US, Canada, Hawaii, Ecuador, and many other countries came together due to the
parallels between the treatment of the Standing Rock Sioux and members of their own
communities. Many people recognized that this global gathering of Indigenous people for such a
cause was unprecedented; thus, the representation of the diversity and volume of Indigenous
populations was a valuable element to communicate. Through cultural performances and lessons,
the diverse experiences became foundational to the collective knowledge established in this
movement. Thus, the Standing Rock Sioux shared their platform with other Indigenous groups.
Be it the inaccessibility of water in Canadian reservations, the resistance against dispossession of
sacred land in Hawaii, or the successful thwarting of pipeline developers in Ecuador, the diverse
knowledges and experiences of different tribes were connected to show that DAPL was a part of
a global struggle instead of an isolated incident.
The following analysis observes the positioning of these different, but similar and
connected issues within the subject circle regarding Indigenous people internationally. Texts
utilize numerous legitimation strategies in order to imply the authority of cultural expertise and
specialized strengths, to conduct moral evaluations of various injustices by comparing experiences,
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and to rationalize experiences by connecting issues through concepts like environmental
racism. Their contents display an engagement in Indigenous identity construction, especially with
regard to Latinx participation, in an effort to bond participants, bridge networks, and build
solidarity.
Texts & Contexts
Melissa A. Forcione (2016) wrote the Rabble blog titled “Solidarity with Standing Rock
continues to grow in Canada as First Nations see resonances at home” in November of
2016. Rabble’s verified Facebook page has over 24,000 followers. Although the organization’s
Twitter account is not verified, it over 41,500 Twitter followers (rabble.ca, “Twitter”; rabble.ca,
“Facebook”). As a Canadian media organization positioned as an indie blog, Rabble claims that
it shares the news and perspectives of the most “insightful progressive activists and commentators”
in the nation (rabble.ca, “Twitter”; rabble.ca, “Facebook”). The article selected for this study
seems to reflect the organization’s claims. The article begins with a recounting of the November
5th protest of DAPL held in Toronto, Ontario. It explains that supporters who partook in this rally
were answering “the global call to action to join the Indigenous-led movement” (Forcione, 2016,
para. 1). Participants in the march intended to address the Canadian banks funding DAPL, among
other goals. Forcione (2016) explains the numerous reasons that the movement resonates with
many Canadians, including water insecurity and the history of broken treaties.
The other article observed in the international Indigenous text category is an opinion piece
by John Paul Brammer (2016) titled “Opinion: Latinos, We Are Indigenous, The #NoDAPL Fight
is Ours As Well”. This text was published by NBC News in October of 2016. The National
Broadcasting Company (NBC) manages numerous verified accounts with millions of followers on
multiple social media platforms. It is also worth noting that the article connects readers to NBC
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Latino and was published as a part of the company’s Hispanic heritage month content. Brammer
(2017) offers a general explanation of water contamination risks, the importance of the sacred
burial site, and the events that had transpired, noting how the phrase “water is life” is prominent
throughout the campsite. Brammer (2016) explains that the events reflect an extension of
European colonization, which has spurred the unity of international Indigenous groups. The text
explains that a variety of factors have influenced Mexicans to reassess their identity as Indigenous,
indicating that this process coincides with the larger “shift in Latino consciousness” (Brammer,
2016, para. 25). Brammer (2016) expresses that an “awakening” of Latinx individuals was
supported through the movement, as participants began recognizing their similarities and reflecting
upon their differences (para. 14).
This article embedded a Facebook video, which is titled “Aztecs arrive on Standing
Rock”. This post was shared from Don Grey Day’s personal profile. Grey Day is an Indigenous
resident of North Dakota who has over 2,800 friends and over 1,200 followers (Grey Day,
“Facebook”). His post’s description states, “After all the events of the afternoon were over and
thing started to calm down, I saw something very amazing happen right in front of me… The
Aztecs arrived in support!!” (Grey Day, 2016). The video begins with a dark shot of the dusk sky
casting the silhouette of the dozens of flags waving on both sides of a road as a vehicle passes the
videographer. The sound of distant drums play, with accompaniment from the sounds of laughter
and light conversation. The videographer exclaims “The Aztecs – The Aztecs are coming!” (Grey
Day, 2016). The volume of the drums rises with the voices of the chants and cheers as the Aztecs
move closer to the camera. The group is led by a family of four wearing cultural attire, with the
youngest member holding their banner. The danzantes or dancers enter the frame in ornate

THE LEGITIMATION & NETWORKED UNIFICATION OF #NODAPL

74

headdresses and attire. Synchronized with the rhythm of the drums, the dancers begin to perform
a cultural dance for the surrounding groups of people (Grey Day, 2016).
This video received over 13,000 reactions (likes, loves, etc.), almost 230 comments, and
over 22,000 shares (Grey Day, 2016). The top comments on this post range from 78 to 90 likes
(Grey Day, 2016). One reply is a response to a commenter that called the water protectors
hypocrites (User-IG1, 2016). The replying user explains that if they are not interested in protecting
water, they should “kindly step aside” and stop following the movement (User-IG3, 2016). This
reply had 78 likes, which tied for popularity with another comment that explained how seeing the
violent tactics used by police and security in the media has brought them to tears (User-IG3, 2016;
User-IG4, 2016). Garnering 88 likes, another comment noted how it was powerful that the Aztecs
attended, because it meant that Indigenous people from all of the North American nations had
united (User-IG2, 2016). Lastly, the comment with the most likes expresses that gatherings such
as the one in Standing Rock should become more frequent so that Indigenous people can organize,
support each other, and act in unity (User-IG5, 2016). This comment also explains that social
media is key to discussing collective actions such as boycotting or voting (User-IG5, 2016).
The last text studied in this category is another Facebook video. This post was titled
“Mauna Kea Stands With Standing Rock” and was produced by Indigenous Rising Media, the
Indigenous Environmental Network, Josué Rivas, and Ayşe Gürsöz. This professionally produced
video was posted on Sacred Stone Camp’s Facebook page, which has almost 400,000 followers
(Sacred Stone Camp, “Facebook”). The video begins with two women wearing culturally
traditional clothing, singing and dancing with a crowd circled around them. The women begin to
hug members of the crowd, as a text overlay explains, a “Hawaiian Indigenous leader traveled
from Big Island to extend solidarity with the #NoDAPL water protectors” (Rivas & Gürsöz,
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2016). The crowd cheers as Pua Case, one leader of her community, explains her feelings about
standing with Standing Rock. The flags of the many tribal nations blow in the wind in front of the
camp, as the overlaid text reads, “Over 200 tribal nations have traveled long ways to stand with
Standing Rock” (Rivas & Gürsöz, 2016). The video also introduces members of the Sarayaku
tribe, an Ecuadorian group that has triumphed against Big Oil.
The video has over 57,000 reactions, approximately 1,500 comments, and more than
119,000 shares (Rivas & Gürsöz, 2016). With professionally captured and edited footage, as well
as over four times the number of reactions than users engaged in the other Facebook video, it may
be unsurprising that the most popular comments on this post garnered likes that ranged from a sum
of 248 to 458. Two of the three most liked comments on this video express that the commenters
had encountered supportive rallies in Hawaii, explaining specific locations, the types of
promotional material, and sharing articles reporting on these activities (User-IR2, 2016; User-IR3,
2016; User-IR5, 2016). The remaining comment praised water protectors for their inspiring
accomplishments and expressed solidarity from Atlanta, Georgia (User-IR6, 2016). There will be
two additional comments analyzed from this video, as they were a part of the comment threads
birthed from the initially identified popular comments, and they display behaviours that are
relevant to respective idiocultures (User-IR1, 2016; User-IR4, 2016).
Meaningful Means: Diverse Methods for International Participation
The Rabble blog post by Forcione (2016) explains that Canadians rallied in Toronto with
“clear aims -- to publicly call out the major Canadian banks (TD, RBC, and Scotia Bank) funding
the pipeline and to march past the U.S. consulate and City Hall” (para. 4). The text
instrumentalizes means-oriented legitimacy, by addressing two methods for engagement
alternative to journeying to Standing Rock. These methods were used by remote participants and
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in turn displayed the local goal orientation of utilizing such means. The goal of addressing the
local banks and the consulate, as well as demonstrating “love for the brave land and water
protectors in North Dakota” were explicitly indicated (Forcione, 2016, para. 3-4).
In addition to this, bridging social capital is displayed as attendees exercise their capacity
to address the Canadian entities involved in the DAPL development in proximity to their offices,
which is a benefit that increased the movement’s address of larger audiences using the international
connections afforded by networked publics. Pressuring the primary development company on the
frontline was indeed imperative to the movement; however, seeing more than 4000 water
protectors rally near the operation location of national financial institutions’ may engage a stronger
affective response from investors. As unseen distanced investments become seen by local
communities, the ability to continue ‘business as usual’ is at risk. This leads to the last form of
legitimacy indicated in this excerpt, which is the authority of a united public accomplished in
gathering “4000 Indigenous and settler activists” in Toronto, and communicating this public
significance in the text using a bolded font (Forcione, 2016, para. 3).
A slightly different approach to communicating public significance is applied in the
comments on the Sacred Stone Camp’s video regarding Indigenous Hawaiian activists. Although
the goals of Hawaiian activists are not as targeted as the Canadians addressing their country’s big
banks, they do share the legitimation tactic of assuring public significance by explaining that there
were numerous rallies held in Hawaii (User-IR1, 2016; User-IR2, 2016; User-IR3, 2016; UserIR5, 2016). Commenters provide other users with a variety means by which they could involve
themselves in the movement, such as attending similar ongoing rallies in Hawaii (User-IR2, 2016;
User-IR3, 2016; User-IR5, 2016) or attacking the development of oil extraction using hyperlinked
digital resources (User-IR1, 2016). Commenters also validate that the rallies in Hawaii are using
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the means orientation of the Standing Rock Sioux, as the attendees were spotted utilizing signs
that reiterated the larger goal of saving water (User-IR5, 2016). By conforming to communication
tactics of the Sioux’s founding water protectors as they advocate for the importance of water at
these rallies, these remote activists display an understanding of the idioculture evolving amongst
water protectors, and the intention of international Indigenous people representing the movement
according to the primary organizers’ strategy.
Both the Rabble blog post and comments on the Sacred Stone Camp video utilize various
forms of legitimation to validate how supporters from abroad followed the strategic methods of
messaging that positioned participants as protectors of water, to contribute to overarching or local
goals, and to use more accessible venues for rallies. These distant water protectors engaged in the
international movement and added to its public significance by identifying their capacities to either
address local perpetrators or follow suit with the primary protest, when they could have easily
dismissed the possibility of engagement due to barriers of transportation. These texts produce the
cultural image of a movement that allows flexible means for engagement, in as much as they
reproduce the potentiality of users who could also identify their own capacity to support the
movement, in a process of self-referentiality that acknowledges their own situation and contexts.
This is especially the case in the video comments, because users are seen responding to a
representation of engagement methods with their own reports of activity or suggestions for further
participation.
Impact of Indigeneity: Indigenous Authority and Identities
The Facebook video reporting on Indigenous Hawaiian activists at Standing Rock conveys
that Pua Case is an expert, as she leads a movement to protect the sacred mountain called Mauna
Kea in Hawaii (Rivas & Gürsöz, 2016). This expert legitimizes the NoDAPL movement when
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she says “We are family to you and we come forward to tell you that from Hawaii we love you”
(Rivas & Gürsöz, 2016). In doing so, Case not only emphasizes the sense of closeness she feels
with them, but she also indicates that they are similar, as familial ties often do. After this sequence,
the video introduces the Sarayaku leaders who journeyed to Standing Rock (Rivas & Gürsöz,
2016). They are established as experts as well, as they have triumphed over oil companies in
Ecuador. By establishing that experts are present at the movement, likening them to the Standing
Rock Sioux (through symbolic familial relations), and expressing the success of movements with
similar goal orientations, the movement is legitimized through the inclusion of these Indigenous
communities.
The NBC article also discusses the Sarayaku tribe, along with other Latin American
tribes. Brammer (2016) explains that they brought their “numbers and knowledge” (para. 14), in
order to imply the legitimacy of public significance in their numbers and the rationalization of
experiential knowledges. This example of theoretical rationalization also insinuates the means
orientation of these experts applying knowledges that would strengthen the methods of the larger
movement. Brammer (2016) explains:
“The world needs us right now,” said Nina Gualinga, an activist from the Sarayaku Tribe in
the Ecuadorian Amazon, shortly after the arrival of her tribe. The Sarayaku has been
successfully fending off the government from selling the drilling rights to their land. “The
statistics say we are 4 percent of the population, but we are protecting more than 80 percent
of the world’s biodiversity.” (para. 15)4
The Sarayaku tribe establishes expertise in enacting change for a similar cause. This presents
expert commendation through their success. The similarities between causes transfers the authority
of this tribe to the authority of the Sioux, as the Sarayaku contributes their expert knowledge to
the growing collective knowledge of water protectors at the camp.

4

Figure 2 in the Appendix utilizes colour coordination strategies to illustrate some of the forms of legitimation
present in this excerpt.
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In reference to the world needing ‘us’, Gualinga also implies the personal authorization of
people who have actively maintained Indigenous culture and status within society, as well as the
customary authority of tradition in indicating the preservation of Indigenous culture. These forms
of legitimation pull from a moral evaluation of the positive impact of indigeneity upon the planet.
Gualinga supports this evaluation with a theoretical rationalization, based on a scientific
measurement of biodiversity. This explanation of statistics leads to the public significance of their
stewardship and activism. The tribe is granted this authority due to the whole world being impacted
by the growth of Indigenous conservation knowledges and practices.
The displays of Indigenous traditions and cultures are also highlighted as a means for
resistance, which present one element of the water protectors’ tactical identities. The two videos
included in this subject circle, record the introduction of Indigenous Hawaiians and the Aztecs to
the camp, as they wear cultural garments and perform traditional dances before a crowd of
captivated water protectors (Rivas & Gürsöz, 2016; Grey Day, 2016). By consistently carving the
space and time for different Indigenous nations to share their flags and culture at the camp, each
new introduction adds to the communication of this movement’s value for Indigenous culture. The
centrality of these introductions to the camp experience creates a celebratory platform that position
such cultural knowledge as a form of expertise. Thus, these introductions evoke the customary
authorization of upholding tradition, and further establish the expertise of Indigenous knowledges,
all while bridging connections between tribes in order to increase social capital.
The celebration of diverse Indigenous cultures could be observed as both a means and a
value for the movement. The utilization of song, dance, and prayer is key to branding water
protectors as peaceful guardians, but it also means that these methods are shared with nonIndigenous and Indigenous people in the day-to-day activities. By sharing various cultures, the
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performances of these methods are practiced and perceived as inclusive ways of resisting. The
fact that these introductions became such a central element of life at the camp showed that,
although non-Indigenous people were welcome to support, the knowledges of Indigenous cultures
were held with a uniquely significant value. This contributes to the bonding social capital amongst
Indigenous nations, which, as mentioned earlier in this study, manifested at an unprecedented
magnitude.
In acknowledging the authority of international Indigenous activists, as well as their
respective cultures and movements, NoDAPL acquires bridging social capital, tapping into the
following of other Indigenous movements. By highlighting the culture and experiences of
international Indigenous people who have defended their homeland, and connecting this to the
efforts of the Standing Rock Sioux, the fate of a small piece of land in North Dakota is symbolically
connected to and legitimized by the unified collection of numerous movements. In doing so,
NoDAPL organizers cultivate a networked pool of supporters, from the other Indigenous
movements and nations, most of whom may feel empowered by the platform and legitimacy
evolving within the NoDAPL movement.
The bridging and bonding social capital established in connecting international Indigenous
movements is also highlighted by one of the most popular comments on the Aztec Facebook video.
The user states:
[We need] to start having these big [gatherings] every couple of years or so, so that the
people organize and start a strong foundation to build on. To look out for eachother. To
educate eachother. To spend OUR MONEY amongst eachother. If we've learned nothing
else, we know we are up against a powerful system that's bent on our destruction. […] Only
distance separates us, but in this day and age with social media the way it is it would be
wrong not to take advantage of this time. Organize! That's a bad word here in America!
BUT if we use our numbers we can hit them where it hurts- their wallets. Boycott them till
they're out of service. And push the Vote! Destroy the 2 party system that is against us.
Friend eachother and keep in touch! We are just a few taps of the thumbs away... stay
strong family!!!! (User-IG5, 2016)
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As explained in the Theoretical Framework chapter, this user implies their own Indigenous identity
by using the words ‘we’ and ‘our’ to examine Indigenous mobilization. The user’s self-reflexive
recognition of their individual identity is related to the collective identity, as it authorizes the
representation of a unified, Indigenous collective. Thus, the micro-level of performing their
identity contributes to the bridging between diverse Indigenous communities in the networked
publics, as well as the bonding between users who share this understanding of their own Indigenous
identity as it relates to the group. By announcing recommendations developed through personal
reflection, a user may also unite geographically distanced communities that share some similar
experiences.
The unity of Indigenous people is legitimized by prophetic means in NBC’s Latinx
article. In Brammer’s (2016) interview with Kechina Nelson, Nelson recounts a prophecy (para.
14). Nelson explains, “The elders said that when the eagle of the north and the condor of the south
fly together, the earth will awaken[…] I get goosebumps every time I hear it” (Brammer, 2016,
para. 15-16). This prophecy morally evaluates the unity of Indigenous peoples as planetary
salvation. It also indicates the means orientation of utilizing such a prophecy to conduct this
positive moral evaluation. In order to acknowledge this prediction, the text implies the theoretical
rationalization of Indigenous bodies of knowledge. Based on the tradition of understanding
mythopoetic prophecies and customary honor of elders, this story legitimizes the movement for
international Indigenous peoples who have maintained such traditions.
Indigenous unity is both evaluated as positive and connected to the public significance in
this subject circle. In the Hawaiian Facebook video shared by Sacred Stone Camp, the overlaid
text highlights that “Over 200 tribal nations have traveled” to Standing Rock (Brammer, 2016). In
highlighting the number of tribal nations present, video producers intentionally indicate the
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significance of gathering such publics. In a comment on the Aztec Facebook video, one user
explains “The [arrival of the] Aztecs means the entire North American First Nations populations
are all united. Powerful symbol for the world.” (User-IG2, 2016). This statement acts as a form
of moral evaluation, attributing the activity of these unified water protectors as positive and
powerful. As one of the top comments on the video with 88 likes, it appears that many users within
this subject circle agree with the statement. By both evaluating the significance of public unity as
an individual user, and gaining the approval of such a large group of other users, this comment
displays two levels of public significance in order to legitimize the movement.
In the NBC article, Brammer (2016) explains, “many Natives see Standing Rock as a
lightning rod, a rallying cry to unite the struggle for stewardship over the land, a pervasive issue
across tribes and indigenous communities the world over” (para. 9). This text utilizes theoretical
rationalization by defining the moral activities of stewards, and explaining their presence at the
camp as a part of these activities. It also draws a comparison by indicating the similarities in their
experience struggling as stewards. The positive correlation between efforts and its causal
relationship to their unified actions further moralizes the cause, in a way that is grounded in the
reality of immoral/negative actions that are described as an “issue” (Brammer, 2016, para. 9).
The positive moral activity of land stewardship can also be tied to Indigenous identification
processes. Brammer (2016) describes the Mexican flag as “one of the few [at Sacred Stone Camp]
representing a country that is not a sovereign tribal nation” (para. 9). To explore this lack of status
within the current Mexican Indigenous experience further, this text discusses the historical context
of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Although Brammer (2016) does not
explicitly mention the Zapatistas, the text implies the impact of this guerrilla army who mobilized
against the “colonial repression of Mexico’s indigenous peoples, the removal of the right to land
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redistribution to peasants previously enshrined in the Mexican Constitution and, more generally,
the expected effects of a neo-liberal economic regime demanded by NAFTA” (Jordan & Taylor,
2004, p. 57). As Brammer (2016) explains:
Another awakening of sorts is occurring among Latinos. More and more are starting to
recognize their indigenous ancestry. The phenomenon is rooted in resistance to the 1994
North American Free Trade Agreement, when the government of Mexico felt incentivized
to strip indigenous landowners of protection from privatization, the goal being to attract
foreign investors. Approximately 90 percent of the population of Mexico is Amerindian or
Mestizo, a mix of indigenous ancestry with the European. For most Mexicans, it has long
been taboo to identify with the indigenous. A search for identity in the wake of foreign
intervention, however, is inspiring many to reassess themselves. (para. 19-21)
Connecting Latinx participation in NoDAPL to this awakening of Indigenous identity is significant
to this study. It presents the historical context of power dynamics that articulate the specificity of
the Mexican experience as it relates to indigeneity. The dispossession of land is present in
Indigenous histories globally, so when the discourse of NoDAPL links Indigenous identity to
dispossession, people who may not have identified themselves as Indigenous due to cultural norms
can see the similarities in experiences and begin to bridge the gap in communities through
identification. The illustration of ongoing identity construction processes contributes to the sense
of openness and unity transferred to the movement’s collective identity.
Evaluating Water & Experience: Utilizing Strategic Value Systems
As many texts within the entire corpus of this study share hashtags like ‘#WaterIsLife’ and
‘#MniWiconi’, they strategically utilize the technical capacities of hashtags that abstractly define
water in its relation to the movement. For instance, the admin of The Sacred Stone Camp Facebook
page crafts a description of the Hawaiian video, which utilizes the hashtags “#nodapl” and
“#waterislife” (Rivas & Gürsöz, 2016). By placing the tags beside one another, the caption
highlights that NoDAPL is fighting for the right to life via water. This shows that abstract
evaluative hashtags may legitimize movements by connecting to more specific, movement related
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hashtags through the capacities of the hashtag publics. This will be discussed further in the next
chapter, as hashtags related to Black Lives Matter are connected to abstract, movement-specific,
and organizationally-specific hashtags.
In another moral evaluation, water is depicted as a concern for informed individuals,
compared to the ignorant individuals who are unable to develop such a concern. In one comment
on the Aztec video, a user replies to a sceptic (User-IG1, 2016; User-IG3, 2016). The reply states:
If you don't like or care that they're protecting water for all of life, then kindly step aside
and let your ignorance keep shining through. Don't follow the movement. Sit there like a
sheep and when there's no water because it's contaminated, remember you didn't do a thing
to keep it clean. (User-IG3, 2016)
In this abstract evaluation of water as the source for all life as opposed to a mere commodity, this
commenter morally legitimizes a goal or the purpose of this movement. The commenter evaluates
the critic’s ignorance through an analogy that likens them to a sheep. These legitimations coalesce
to form a comparison that contrasts the critic’s negatively-evaluated ignorance with the positivelyevaluated protection of life displayed by informed activists. Lastly, the prediction of a bleak
future, where the critic’s opinions prevail, acts as a form of rationalization that functions on
scientific knowledge bodies that are inferred, but not explicitly identified.
In Forcione’s (2016) Rabble blog post discussing a Canadian perspective, water is framed
in a less abstract manner. Forcione (2016) states:
Protecting drinking water is at the heart of the #NoDAPL movement [...]. Whether it's the
continued lack of access to this basic human right, or the imminent threat of poisoned water
sources due to ongoing settler-colonial projects, issues of contaminated water run deep for
many First Nations in Canada. (para. 10)
Thus, the text defines and explains the risks surrounding access to safe water, while establishing
that water is a “basic human right” (Forcione, 2016, para. 10). By defining water as a human right,
the movement is able to tap into a globally recognized and widely accessible value
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system. Forcione (2016) also communicates that barriers to access this human right is something
that First Nations (Canadian Indigenous peoples) have in common with their American
counterparts. In presenting a comparatively local situation, expressing its similarities with
situations beyond borders, and establishing water within a popular evaluation mechanism (as a
human right), this text is able to situate these various experiences as microcosms of a global value
not being fulfilled. Although human rights can be applied to many issues, this utilization is
positioned within the legacy of colonial power as the author references the “ongoing settlercolonial projects” in her evaluation (Forcione, 2016, para. 10). The negative moral evaluation of
colonial power works to delegitimize the traditional authority of continuing legacies.
Water is also observed through the context of environmental racism and environmental
inequality. Forcione (2016) presents two examples of First Nations communities experiencing
environmental racism through the contamination of water supplies. Forcione (2016) states, “These
are just two of the many current cases of environmental racism that affect access to clean water”
(para. 13).

As a theoretical rationalization supported by bodies of knowledge that include

discourses of race, the author connects water to systemic issues that are more widely deliberated
than an abstract interpretation of the resource on its own. It postures equal access to safe water as
a value of racial justice. In the same manner, Brammer (2016) states:
Latino communities and Native communities struggle with many of the same systemic
issues, such as environmental justice. Both communities tend to live on land in close
proximity to environmentally hazardous practices that threaten the water supply. (para. 22)
Thus, the author connects the concept of “environmental justice” to both the Sioux and Latinx
experience accessing safe water. Although racism is not explicitly mentioned, this sentence is
followed by an explanation of how these groups face the “same systemic issues” (Brammer,
2016). Thus, it is inferred that the personal status of Indigenous and Latinx populations plays a
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part in how government and institutional systems select communities that inherit environmental
burdens.
The abstract evaluations of water as life, water as a human right, and water as an
environmental tool for systemic racism are grounded in the Indigenous experience. It is through
the experiences of Indigenous peoples that larger systemic issues may be revealed, as much as it
is through the unity of Indigenous knowledges that systemic barriers may be fought. As such, the
knowledge of treaties and the history of their treatment supports many of the mentioned values,
through traditional, impersonal (law-oriented), comparative and evaluative legitimation.
Forcione’s (2016) Rabble blog post, regarding First Nations mobilization, titles a section
“Honor the treaties!” This section recounts the 1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie, as well as the arrest
of water protectors who resist in accordance with the rights established in this treaty (Forcione,
2016, para. 6). This is then connected to the First Nations relationship with the current Canadian
Liberal government (Forcione, 2016, para. 7). Activists urge Canadian leadership to respect
“Indigenous self-governance and sovereignty” and keep their “damn word!” (Forcione, 2016, para.
9). In comparing the Canadian and American experiences, this excerpt implies that the colonial
tradition of creating treaties that supposedly grant Indigenous nations power, is tied to the tradition
of governments neglecting those treaties. The positive correlation between the two experiences
grounds the negative moral evaluation and the de-legitimation of ever-shifting settler promises in
a shared reality.
This example also uses the impersonal legitimation of laws and the personal legitimation
of Indigenous status to solidify the injustice imbued within the settler tradition of ignoring such
rights. Although the Case Introduction explains that Indigenous people have tried to exercise the
impersonal legitimacy of treaties historically, and have consistently met the resistance of
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colonizers, this case is unique in that it addresses public significance to account for the importance
of climate change within our material reality and zeitgeist. In this text a Mi’kmaq (First Nations)
lawyer named Pamela Palmater also states, “The health of our planet and future generations
depends on us taking our role as the real governing power seriously” (Forcione, 2016, para.
7). This statement communicates that climate catastrophes can be mitigated by honouring treaties
and allowing the knowledge and culture of Indigenous peoples to preserve healthy ecosystems. It
insinuates that the continuation of colonial power and the negligence of settlers contribute to the
degradation that environments face globally. By referencing the public significance of upholding
treaty rights, and grounding them in numerous similar experiences among Indigenous realities,
this text undermines the tradition of ignoring Indigenous entitlements.
These texts display the various value systems through which water can be observed and
the systemic situation of Indigenous experiences. Ranging between the abstract value of water as
life, to the supposedly more concrete legitimacy of treaties that grant Indigenous people power,
these forms of legitimation illustrate how Indigenous approaches are based in both spiritual and
more secular knowledge systems. In discussing water through a variety of value systems, this
subject circle engages diverse Indigenous peoples, such as Mexicans who might not identify as
Indigenous as readily, but have an understanding of the more globally recognized knowledge
systems. This multi-pronged approach illustrates the flexibility of collective knowledges
established to encourage identification with the water protector identity.
Summary
This subject circle illustrates how Indigenous expertise is established, by highlighting the
various experiences and successes of other Indigenous nations. It also indicates the way in which
international and locally situated participation methods are encouraged. NoDAPL organizers
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made information on their opponents and messaging accessible to and inclusive of remote
supporters. For instance, First Nations Canadians addressed similar issues with accessing water
and maintaining treaties at Toronto’s NoDAPL rally, while also calling out the Canadian Banks
invested in DAPL (Forcione, 2016). Addressing these institutional actors, in their own location of
business, was something locally accessible, but also had the potential to impact opponents, in a
way that a distant protest may not.
The unity of diverse Indigenous cultures is made prominent, as NoDAPL organizers shared
their platform with other nations. These groups showcased their cultures in day-to-day camp
activities.

Such activities included camp introductions, where arriving Indigenous nations

performed the songs and dances from their respective cultures. Indigenous knowledges and culture
were made prominent so that these diverse nations could unify through the shared platform of the
movement. Through this platform, various experiences with identity, colonialism, and water are
shared amongst attendees and remote supporters.
These representation of common experiences internationally also displayed the impact of
colonial legacies.

For instance, Brammer (2016) discusses how the dispossession of land

contributed to cultural resistance against identifying as Indigenous Mexicans. Among other
factors, being able to share a space with sovereign Indigenous nations supported some Mexicans
in the reclamation of their Indigenous identity and authority. That being said, forms of moral
evaluation and theoretical rationalization are primarily utilized to intertwine representations of
Indigenous experiences with water. As the next chapter will argue, the representation of
intertwined situations is not limited to Indigenous experiences; it also extends to Black experiences
in North America.
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5: #BlackLivesMatterOnIndigenousLand – “Unified to Fight Against the Same Oppressor”
Introduction
In 2012, the Genesee County decided to cut costs by making the residents of Flint,
Michigan use water from Flint River (CNN Library, 2019). When this decision was implemented
in 2014, the residents began experiencing boil water advisories, which would be issued and lifted
numerous times thereafter (CNN Library, 2019). The first few advisories were enacted due to the
presence of fecal coliform bacteria, which placed residents at risk for E. coli and the “other diseasecausing organisms [that] may be contaminating the water” (CNN Library, 2019). The water plant
increased the amount of chlorine used to treat the water, expressing that this would increase the
risk of cancer for residents, and by 2015 the water was “deemed safe for the general population”
(CNN Library, 2019). When the local General Motors facility began complaining about the
resulting corrosion of brass vehicle parts, the mayor “quietly spent $440,000 to hook GM back up
to the Lake Huron water, while keeping the rest of Flint on the Flint River water” (Moore, 2016,
para. 3).
Residents began taking pictures of their dark, discoloured water and presenting the images
to the public through forums (CNN Library, 2019). As the population began developing rashes
and various illnesses, a few studies began reporting on lead poisoning incidents (CNN Library,
2019). Virginia Tech conducted a study that measured a lead level of around 13,200 ppb in a
handful of homes, which was troubling to citizens given that the EPA designated 15 ppb as the
limit for the human consumption of water, and considered 5,000 ppb the threshold for hazardous
waste (CNN Library, 2019). Government officials ensured that water was safe, explaining that the
issue was “not widespread”, but by September 2015 another study indicated that 40% of the city’s
households had high lead contamination levels (CNN Library, 2019).
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By the end of 2015, the city declared a state of emergency and members of the community
filed a federal class action lawsuit against government officials for “knowingly [exposing] Flint
residents to toxic water” (CNN Library, 2019). After years of disposable water bottles, illnesses,
and criminal trials holding leaders accountable for their deception, the lead levels met
environmental standards in 2017 (CNN Library, 2019). However, according to the new mayor,
Karen Weaver, the community is still working through the distrust that came with the trauma of
enduring these life-threatening experiences (Smith, Bosman, & Davey, 2019).
According to the US Census, “Flint is 57% black, 37% white, 4% Latino and the rest mixed
race” (Almasy & Ly, 2017). In acknowledging these identities, the Michigan Civil Rights
Commission launched an investigation that indicated the distinct presence of systemic racism in
the case (Almasy & Ly, 2017). The presence of environmental racism in both Flint and Standing
Rock was not lost on Black Lives Matter advocates. Much like the unsafe and inaccessible water
in Canadian Indigenous reservations were compared to the risks in Standing Rock, the issues in
Flint were connected to the movement. In addition to environmental racism, experiences with
brutality and white privilege are explored by some BLM advocates that joined NoDAPL. In this
subject circle, the participation of BLM activists is legitimized through the instrumental
rationalization of using respectful means for engagement, the authority of specialized expertise, as
well as the moral evaluation and theoretical rationalization of experiences acknowledged as similar
or different.
Texts & Contexts
Ashoka Jegroo (2016) wrote the Splinter news article titled, “Why Black Lives Matter is
fighting alongside Dakota Access Pipeline protesters” in September of 2016. This digital news
organization is verified on Twitter with almost 570,000 followers and verified on Facebook with
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well over 1,600,000 likes (Splinter, “Twitter”; Splinter, “Facebook”). Their slogan is “The Truth
Hurts” and their tagline is “news and opinions that get under your skin” (Splinter, “Twitter”). They
are a branch of the media company named Fusion Media Group, which targets young and diverse
audiences through their passionate approach to popular topics (Splinter, “Twitter”; Splinter,
“Facebook”; Splinter, “Join Fusion”). The article discusses how BLM activists, some of which
are also a part of groups like NYC Shut It Down, Millions March NYC, Copwatch Patrol Unit,
and Equality for Flatbush, rallied in Washington and journeyed to Standing Rock (Jegroo, 2016).
Jegroo (2016) explains that the solidarity between Black Lives Matter and NoDAPL organizers is
built through a sense of unity against “common oppressors”, which is relevant to the mechanism
of empathy and an awareness of intersectionality (para. 8). Throughout the text, there are
references to slavery, genocide, violence, oppression, exploitation, dispossession, and corporate
privatization that indicate the understanding of similarities between Indigenous and Black
Americans (Jegroo, 2016, para. 12, 19).
The other article observed within this subject circle is Chris Walker’s (2016) piece, titled
“Black Lives Matter 5280 Recaps Trip to Standing Rock to Oppose Oil Pipeline” which was
produced by Westword in November of 2016. Westword’s verified Twitter account has over
231,000 followers and its verified Facebook account has almost 155,000 likes (Westword,
“Twitter”; Denver Westword, “Facebook”). Although they are not as popular as Splinter, Denver
Westword, LLC. was established as an independent publication empowering the city’s hard-hitting
journalism in 1977 and has maintained popularity through the convergence of media (Denver
Westword, “About”). The organization’s longstanding reputation has awarded them with a Casey
Medal for Meritorious Journalism and has maintained their readership of over 1.6 million people
every month (Denver Westword, “About”). In this article, NoDAPL is discussed by two BLM
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members named Jumoke Emery-Brown and Angela Maxwell, accompanied by two members of
the American Indian Movement of Colorado (AIM of CO) named Sky Roosevelt-Morris and Isa
Barajas de Benavidez (Walker, 2016). The article explores their opinions on the movement, their
methods for respecting Indigenous voices, and the relevant impact of elections (Walker, 2016).
The Facebook video, “Black Lives Matter Activists Corporate Standing Rock To Flint”
was posted by NowThis, a subsidiary of Group Nine Media. Group Nine Media is a digital media
company with “over 5 billion monthly video views [that reaches] 80% of U.S. adults in their 20s”
(NowThis, 2019). NowThis prides itself upon its “Stories that move” on its verified Twitter
account with over 2.33 million followers, as well as having “All the videos you need to stay on the
news” on its verified Facebook page with over 15 million followers (NowThis, “Twitter”;
NowThis, “Facebook”).
This professionally filmed and edited video, featuring overlaid text and various sequences,
takes just over two minutes to connect a variety of issues. The video interviews Black Lives Matter
activists and members of the International Black Freedom Alliance, Tory Russell and Tyrean
Lewis. In comparing Standing Rock to other communities, they explain that the targeted
contamination of water is a global issue (Fox, Russell & Lewis, 2016). Tory explains that the
groups need to unify to face the “same oppressor”, in a statement similar to the Splinter article
(Fox, Russell & Lewis, 2016). They express that imperialism, colonialism, racism and capitalism
contribute to a struggle that many people face in 2016 (Fox, Russell & Lewis, 2016).
The video itself received approximately 5,000 reactions, over 6,000 shares, and almost 340
comments. The three top comments on this video range from 34 to 121 likes. One comment, with
82 likes, explains that Flint has been enduring contaminated water for over a year (User-BF2,
2016). The comment with the most likes is written by a self-identified white woman who supports
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BLM, NoDAPL and Flint and claims to understand injustice due, in part, to her experience as a
woman (User-BF3, 2016). With 34 likes, the last comment selected wearily expresses the
commenter’s disappointment in the unfortunately unsurprising, racist comments on the video
(User-BF1, 2016).
The last social media post is a Facebook image shared from the Black Lives Matter –
Toronto page. This BLM chapter’s Twitter account has over 25,000 followers and its verified
Facebook page has over 38,000 followers (BlackLivesMatter TO, “Twitter”; Black Lives Matter
- Toronto, “Facebook”). Their Facebook page indicates that they advocate against “statesanctioned violence, including but not limited to: police violence, state policies, community issues,
etc.” (Black Lives Matter - Toronto, “Facebook”).
The photographed image displays a group of water protectors wearing red and riding horses
along a path, past a gate to the crowd of people, flags, and posters. The leading rider holds his arm
up, in a fist of powerful resistance and a member of the crowd responds with the same gesture. The
description announces BLM’s arrival at Standing Rock, explores the rights of the Sioux, recent
government decisions, and the goal of fighting big oil as one (Black Lives Matter - Toronto, 2016).
The post also includes numerous profile tags and hashtags, the latter of which are strategically
organized as this chapter will discuss below (Black Lives Matter - Toronto, 2016).
Since it was posted in August of 2016, this post received over 10,000 reactions, 1,000
comments, and 10,000 shares. The top comments range from 690 to 1,400 likes. The comment
that gathers significantly more likes than the other top comments is made by a self-identified Black
and Lakota activist, who expresses joy upon seeing the unity of these movements (User-BB2,
2016). The third-most liked comment is written by a self-identified Irish/Italian who wants such
unity to change the system (User-BB1, 2016). The remaining comment shares an “oral code of
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ethics” that is offered to guide attendees through a respectful and holistic method of participating
in the movement (User-BB3, 2016).
Anything We Can & Should Do: Helpful & Respectful Engagement Methods
This subject circle communicates how BLM advocates use whatever means are appropriate
to support NoDAPL. On one hand, they engage using specialized skills, experience, and accessoriented participation tactics, in a way that is comparable to the localized methods discussed in the
international Indigenous subject circle. On the other hand, they respect the leadership of Standing
Rock Sioux and the value of showcasing Indigenous culture, by taking whichever roles are
delegated to them, and proactively educating themselves on appropriate participation practices.
In the Splinter article, Jegroo (2016) describes the expertise of a BLM-based organization
called Copwatch Patrol Unit. This group developed police monitoring credentials in their
respective communities and planned to extend their practice of this expertise to the Standing Rock
frontline (Jegroo, 2016). In explaining the group’s participation, a member of Copwatch Patrol
Unit named Michael Barber explains:
We are going to stand in solidarity with the Standing Rock Reservation after media reports
of […] security attacking people with dogs, and rumors of law enforcement overstepping
their boundaries […]. I’m going there to live-stream and document the police state that we
all live in right now. (Jegroo, 2016, para. 18)
Barber explicitly references the law enforcement’s use of violent tactics at Standing Rock. His
experience with and knowledge of police brutality connects the state violence against Indigenous
peoples to that used against Black individuals. The rationalized explanation of similar experiences
legitimizes the means by which Copwatch Patrol Unit executes their expertise. The article
references participants’ organizational identities in explaining their membership in both BLM and
the Copwatch Patrol Unit. More importantly, it indicates their tactical identity in establishing them
as experts in the means orientation of monitoring police. The instrumental rationalization though
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means orientation is linked to their activist identity as well, by presenting this method of
participation as one way in which BLM members engage in activism for numerous movements.
In another section of the Splinter article, a BLM organizer named Abby Rojas explains that
she initially showed interest in supporting the camp’s makeshift “Defenders of the Water School”
and began gathering school supplies (Jegroo, 2016, para. 14). After doing so, she decided to expand
her range of support and gather more general supplies for the camp (Jegroo, 2016). The article
implies that, not only her engagement in BLM and NYC Shut It Down drew Rojas to this issue,
but also her personal interest in supporting the school inspired her participation. It is through the
recognition of a personal interest that her efforts are propelled toward the provision of a larger
range of support for the movement.
This displays how the diverse activities and roles, which were incorporated in the
movement, allowed potential participants to find unique ways to connect with NoDAPL. Rojas
bridges communities at the micro-level of performing in a way that aligns with personal interests;
thus, enticing potential NoDAPL participants who may share this understanding of their own
identity and interests (i.e. others who are also interested in education). As mentioned in the
Theoretical Framework chapter, the macro-level of communication is executed through trending
hashtags or subjects, and the meso-level of communication is established through
follower/followee relationships. These forms of communication are implied through her indicated
membership in the BLM organization (meso-), as well as her maintenance of NoDAPL’s
popularity, which is executed by vocalizing her participation, for a publication that would become
a part of the collated utterances included in public discourse (macro).
With regard to network bridging tactics, the two articles of this subject circle explain that
Standing Rock Sioux sent an invitation to the BLM organization specifically. The Splinter article
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indicates that BLM’s national (American) chapter responded to this call to action with a statement
of solidarity with the Standing Rock Sioux (Jegroo, 2016), while the Westword article makes
reference to NoDAPL organizers’ intent of accessing BLM’s “global network” (Walker, 2018,
para. 4). The means orientation of instrumentalizing BLM’s network is assessed as significant due
to its characterization as ‘global’. This characterization implies the organization’s authority of
public significance, thus rationalizing the method of bridging networks. The text implies an
awareness of the movement’s social capital, while vaguely conveying BLM’s organizational,
movement and activist identity status. The bonding form of social capital possessed by BLM
exists in their large yet tightknit membership, while their ability to connect numerous organizations
and movements implies their bridging form of social capital.
Walker’s (2016) Westword article also indicates how the BLM 5280 chapter plans to
continue supporting the movement. The interviewed members of BLM 5280, Jumoke EmeryBrown and Angela Maxwell, explain:
Maxwell says that Black Lives Matter 5280 is also planning to send more of its individual
members (with supplies) to Standing Rock in the coming months. [...] And to help ensure
that happens, Black Lives Matter 5280 pledges to remain a vocal presence in Denver and
beyond. (Walker, 2016, para. 43-45)
This indication of future solidarity displays how the NoDAPL protest was, not only able to form
bonds of temporary solidary, but also continued membership in the movement’s collective through
the network bridging that was enabled by uniting with a large organization, like BLM. They also
imply that the growth of awareness amongst potential supporters may provide the movement’s
capacity to infiltrate mainstream media. This infers the power of recruiting supporters of the cause
to shift public opinion in the networked publics; a power that can be harnessed by creating a
network bridge with international groups who have gained significant social capital, like BLM.
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The Splinter article explains that BLM groups helped organize the NoDAPL rally in
Washington Square Park (Jegroo, 2016). Since many of the BLM members present at this rally
journeyed a short distance from New York to D.C. in order to participate (Jegroo, 2016), this
contribution can be likened to the localized engagement explored in the international Indigenous
subject circle. Utilizing their personnel, resources, and location, these activists were able to
address the nation’s government body with the additional impact of gathering near their base of
operations.
Numerous BLM groups also utilized their capacities to collect and deliver donations from
this rally to Standing Rock (Jegroo, 2016). This connected their local methods to the progression
of activities at the Standing Rock base. The continued acknowledgment of tactics used in Standing
Rock also informed the communication strategies of the Washington rally, which included
“speeches, songs, drum-beating, and chants of ‘water is life’” (Jegroo, 2016, para. 7). In following
the methods of the founding water protectors, their peaceful and song-oriented participation in
resistance indicate their willingness to follow the larger movement’s communication means
orientation.
This leads to the depiction of BLM activists’ methods for helping the NoDAPL movement
in whatever ways the Standing Rock Sioux Leaders indicated. In the NowThis Facebook video,
overlaid text explains that both of the interviewed BLM activists traveled from Ferguson and stood
at the frontline of the Standing Rock resistance (Fox, Russell & Lewis, 2016). The footage
accommodating this text includes Tyrean Lewis in a gas mask and Tory Russell with white tear
gas residue dripping from his eyes (Fox, Russell & Lewis, 2016). This sequence communicates
that they were able and willing to journey to Standing Rock, and that they offered themselves as
bodies on the frontline, who could endure the violent counteraction of the security and law
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enforcement. The video communicates that they did not shy away from the more challenging
means for engagement; instead, Russell and Lewis were what Van Leeuwen (2007) describes as
“agentalized” (p. 128) in their application of methods, deeming this fight as worthy of sacrificing
their own wellbeing, as this study’s definition of solidarity entails.
The method of following instructions was also connected to the goal orientation of BLM
activists. Maxwell explains:
We wanted to make sure that people saw us coming and we were not trying to take center
stage or put ourselves on a platform, but instead to serve. And if that meant working in a
kitchen or cutting firewood or whatever, then we were going to do that. (Walker, 2016,
para. 13)
She highlights the phenomenon of groups with a significant amount of social capital dominating a
platform meant for discussing issues, by which they may not be significantly impacted. Maxwell
implies that in such cases where groups or individuals do “take center stage” they serve themselves
with the publicity of an issue’s platform, instead of serving the movement by following the leaders
of the communities who are most impacted by the issue (Walker, 2016, para. 13). Thus, this BLM
group connects the action of following instructions to the goal orientation of honouring Indigenous
voices.
In order to implement this goal, Brown and Maxwell invited two members of the American
Indian Movement of Colorado, Sky Roosevelt-Morris and Isa Barajas de Benavidez, to the
interview (Walker, 2016). This is one of the few examples of how respectful means orientation is
instrumentally rationalized in this subject circle. BLM activists explicitly indicate that they invited
the AIM of CO members because “it was important to have indigenous voices at the table to keep
the conversation focused on the people most affected” (Walker, 2016, para. 8). One might say that
this method functions on an understanding of the power that Black voices have in rectifying the
Black injustices, or the phenomenon of Black erasure. Although this explanation is not plainly

THE LEGITIMATION & NETWORKED UNIFICATION OF #NODAPL

99

communicated, its inference illustrates an explanation of theoretical rationalization through
experience.
Westword describes the BLM 5280 chapter’s proactive research to ensure that they show
“the proper respect for indigenous cultures” (Walker, 2016, para. 12). This BLM chapter
consulted the American Indian Movement of Colorado and learned that women might opt to wear
skirts over their pants in order to mitigate potential disrespect (Walker, 2016). Maxwell (the BLM
activist) illustrates an awareness that, since American Indigenous culture is not her own culture,
she needed to ensure that her chapter avoided any methods of resistance that may be perceived as
insulting (Walker, 2016). This provides another example of how BLM members incorporated
respectful resistance practices, ideally utilized by non-Indigenous water protectors, in order to
rationalize their participation in this Indigenous movement, via instrumental means orientation.
An experience-based theoretical rationalization of this method is also established through an
awareness of cultural appropriation, which will be discussed further in the next section of this
chapter.
The goal of keep Indigenous knowledge central to the movement is present in social media
texts as well. In the Facebook image posted on Toronto’s BLM page, the caption utilizes hashtags
specifically related to the Standing Rock Sioux: “#cannonballriver #redwarriors #waterislife
#sacredstone #noDAPL” (Black Lives Matter - Toronto, 2016, para. 2). After a concluding
statement, the hashtags “#blacklivesmatteronindigenousland” and “#blmto” are added, followed
by a list of tagged personal accounts, including that of Indigenous leaders such as LaDonna Brave
Bull Allard and Pua Case (Black Lives Matter - Toronto, para. 6).
The decision to separate Standing Rock hashtags from BLM hashtags, and to keep BLM
related hashtags at the bottom of the post, ensured that the hashtags that are most prominent in the
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post are those serving the Standing Rock Sioux. Instead of adding multiple versions of this
organization’s relevant hashtags, like #BlackLivesMatter or #BLM, the #blmto hashtag is only
used once at the end. The only other BLM related hashtag included in the post specifically
references Indigenous land. This displays that, while the admin of course discusses BLM’s
involvement, they minimize the number of BLM hashtags, in order to lead their network to more
of the tagged posts that collate information on NoDAPL. It is also notable that Indigenous activists
are tagged at the end of the post, to not only signify their presence, but likely to lead the BLM
network to their pages. In doing so, BLM uses its platform to empower and elevate the NoDAPL
platform developing for Indigenous leaders. Thus, the strategic positioning and selection of
hashtags, along with the inclusion of Indigenous leaders’ social media profiles, are a few more
methods utilized to implement the goal of prioritizing the prominence of indigeneity respectfully.
One comment on this social media post was made by a user who self-identifies as Northern
Cree with “mixed blood” (User-BB3, 2016). The post shares “an oral code of ethics passed down
through generations” (User-BB3, 2016). From engagement with nature to engagement with other
humans, this twenty-vowed oath is offered to support “any non-natives” who wish to engage in
the movement (User-BB3, 2016). A majority of the users reply by thanking the commenter for
sharing this knowledge, and by praising the code as “exquisite” or “beautiful” (User-BB3, 2016).
The hundreds of users who like or love this comment seem to share the intent of positioning
Indigenous voices as valuable through the traditional authority of expertise. With over 50 replies,
as well as 820 likes and loves, users engaged in this subject circle signify the public significance
of honouring Indigenous knowledge and expertise.
It is worth noting that the user criticizes elements of the BLM movement in some of their
replies, which are countered by the vigorous defence of a few other users (User-BB3,
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2016). Although it is likely that many of the reactions and replies on the comment came before or
without reading the user’s somewhat disapproving statements, one may consider how this implies
that this expert authority was unlike role model authority, in that all of the user’s beliefs are not
automatically accepted by followers. The subject circle makes Indigenous culture prominent, but
the original commenter’s expertise does not extend to legitimize their critique of BLM; some
defences received even more likes than the original poster’s critique (User-BB3, 2016). For the
most part, participants in this subject circle respect and support Indigenous expertise, while also
protecting BLM’s expertise in understanding Black depiction and experiences.
“Hello White America”: White Privilege & White Characters5
The respect for Indigenous expertise that BLM displays, primarily through means and goal
oriented rationalization, is juxtaposed by engagement that is morally evaluated as negative in the
texts. In the Westword article, Emery-Brown indicates that some attendees treated the resistance
as a festival, appropriating Indigenous culture with an ignorance about how this could “produce
negative consequences” (Walker, 2016, para. 29). Emery-Brown compares this lack of caution to
his previously mentioned concern for wearing culturally appropriate attire (Walker, 2016). His
acknowledgement of cultural respect led NoDAPL leaders to ask him to educate attendees on
“helpful, not hurtful” participation tactics (Walker, 2016, para. 24).
To illustrate “hurtful” communication tactics, Maxwell recounts how a white woman began
throwing rocks at a drone that was disrupting a prayer ceremony (Walker, 2016, para.
27). Maxwell explains:
The problem, of course, was that even if she hit the drone, the machine and the rock would
fall right on top of those gathered in prayer. [...] And in the media, it also would have been
reported that indigenous people are attacking government property, [Maxwell voiced]
Please note once more that this title is inspired by Kanye West & Jay-Z’s song, Gotta Have It. At the beginning of
the first verse, Kanye says, “Hello, hello, hello, hello, White America, assassinate my character.”
5
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skepticism that such an incident would be framed correctly — that a non-indigenous
participant had committed the act. (Walker, 2016, para. 27-28)
Thus, the young white woman not only risked injuring the people gathered below, but also
displayed her naïveté in not considering how her success would have likely impacted Indigenous
protestors negatively.
According to Peggy McIntosh (1988) such obliviousness characterizes white privilege.
McIntosh’s (1988) definition of white privilege as the “invisible package of unearned assets”
supports both BLM activists’ indications (p. 31). The various tools that this woman or the people
around her have likely accessed to navigate the justice system, as well as the humane police
treatment she may have encountered throughout her life, granted her a certain level of confidence
bordering on impenetrability when opposing the project using such a method, with minimal
deliberation. Due to institutional racism and the existence of tools that are not universally
accessible, people of colour may not be guaranteed the same treatment as white counterparts. To
that point, one of the goals of the BLM movement, is to raise awareness about the fact that police
treatment is not only unjust, but at times it can also be brutal and violent (Black Lives Matter Toronto, “Facebook”) – something that one would hope the white woman might have recognized
when evaluating the violent tactics used against Indigenous people, both before and throughout
her attendance at the camp. The display of this disconnect utilizes experiential rationalization to
legitimize the BLM method of respectfully following Indigenous leadership, this time emphasizing
the disapproval of those who did not follow their direction through comparative moral evaluation.
Shortly after presenting this anecdote, Emery-Brown revisits a story shared in the article’s
introduction. Emery-Brown opens the article by telling the story of a white construction worker
who was driving in his truck, firing several shots into the air near the camp, while plowing through
a ceremony and injuring two water protectors (Walker, 2016). The man did not face any charges,
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despite his actions being well captured and reported by numerous water protectors sitting in the
200-person caravan nearby (Walker, 2016). Barajas de Benavidez compared the dismissal of this
man’s offences to the charges of Red Fawn Fallis (Walker, 2016). Fallis is an Indigenous water
protector from Denver, who was charged for actions that had been extensively contested through
the #FreeRedFawn movement, and whose case lacked the amount of extensive evidence of
guiltiness that was submitted to charge the white truck driver (Walker, 2016; Walker, 2018). This
comparison between the cases legitimized the existence of racial injustice in America. It morally
evaluates the unequal treatment of evidence as negative, in order to delegitimize the practices of
the American justice system.
In the Splinter article, Red Sky Harjo explains that he has supported BLM since it began,
“because white America just doesn’t understand the residual effects that going through slavery and
going through genocide has on future generations” (Jegroo, 2016, para. 10). White America’s
unawareness of these residual effects is a barrier, which both Black and Indigenous groups have
in common. The similarity between these experiences contrasts with the experience of white
America. It legitimizes the connection between movements through an experiential form of
theoretical rationalization, while also presenting a negative moral evaluation of the inaction or
complacent actions of white America.
Numerous self-identified, white Facebook users engage in the BLM subject circle,
recognize this racial injustice, and try to contribute to its de-legitimation in what became some of
the most popular comments in this category. One white woman commenting on the BLM video
states, “I’m white but even so I understand oppression as a woman” (User-BF3, 2016.) She
explains that she stands with BLM, Standing Rock, and the people of Flint, and that she expects
that oil executives would not drink the polluted water available to these communities (User-BF3,
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2016). A similar comment is made on the BLM image that was posted on the Toronto chapter’s
Facebook page. A user explains, “I am not black. I am not native. I am Irish/Italian and definitely
not part of the elite class. I’m on your side. If we all stand together we can truly progress and
change the system” (User-BB1, 2016).
In both examples, the users identify themselves as white, but try to disassociate from some
of the privileged characteristics associated with whiteness in racially unjust systems, by stating
their gender identity as a woman and socioeconomic status as non-elite. In doing this, they are
attempting to express how certain factors have helped them develop empathy as a mechanism.
They do not exclude themselves from supporting such movements, because they see how the same
patriarchal or exploitative economic systems, which have negatively impacted their experience,
are intertwined with some of the injustices that some people of colour may face. They do not claim
to share the same experience as people of colour; in fact, they identify their whiteness in order to
show that they have been privy to certain privileges, and even so, they exercise empathy to
understand and support such movements. The value for unity that permeates within the diverse
collective of this movement encourages these users to engage even further.
The public significance of these comments becoming the most popular statements on the
post, may indicate that this subject circle encourages white users to ‘check their privilege’ and
exercise empathy, in order to support social justice movements addressing racial inequality more
effectively. The negative moral evaluations of these examples work to delegitimize the authority
of oil executives and the system. They also evaluate the activity of working together as positive,
which further legitimizes the established values of the movement. In addition to producing a moral
form of legitimation, these comments also express a form of theoretical rationalization through an
explanation based on personal, experiential knowledge. The users also acknowledge the
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legitimacy of certain experiential knowledges, to which they are not privy as white people, in
trusting the studies and stories that indicate the existence of racial injustices.
That being said, not all of the comments in this subject circle showed such support for
BLM and NoDAPL. One of the most popular comments on the BLM Facebook video
acknowledged the polarized idioculture produced within the BLM subject circle. The user explains
that comments “aren’t surprising but certainly are disappointing” (User-BF3, 2016). She replies
to her own comment explaining, “Bigots reproduce and pass on their bigotry. The media divides.
[…] You’d think that with the ever-expansive source of information that is the internet […],
systemic racism [would] already have been called out and squelched” (User-BF3, 2016). This user
taps into, less of a personal experience than a social experience, which many internet users may
be able to recognize. She hints at the existence of a filter bubble or echo chamber – which could
equally inform her stance in support of BLM as it does her opposition – and that this has led to the
staunch polarization of the networked publics. In speaking to people who have recognized this
social trend and align with her values, her comment is used as a method of delegitimizing the
critics, morally evaluating their criticism through the use of the negative term “disappointing”
(User-BF3, 2016).
Land, Labour & Water: Intertwined Experiences
The Westword article discusses how the NoDAPL movement coincided with the 2016
presidential election (Walker, 2016). Emery-Brown was the principal organizer behind the “‘Yes
on T’ campaign in Colorado, which aimed to remove nineteenth-century language in Colorado’s
constitution that still allows for slavery as a form of punishment” (Walker, 2016, para. 37). EmeryBrown explains that he felt hurt, as he learned that his campaigning for the corrective amendment
did not win in his community (Walker, 2016). This explanation positions the current state of the
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country as a product of, not just residual effects, but also the current decisions that Americans are
making in order to maintain an unjust system.

In light of this disappointment, Emery-Brown

expresses that his presence in Standing Rock, when the election results became public, was a
reminder of BLM’s ability to support similar struggles (Walker, 2016). In communicating this,
the positive moral value, attributed to advocating for civil rights with Amendment T, is transferred
to the activity of supporting Standing Rock. This moral evaluation poses that, since the campaign
was unsuccessful, the Standing Rock activity could act as an outlet for like-minded activists to
invest their energies in a similar struggle, while also building solidarity across communities and
constituencies.
Emery-Brown explains, “For us, the same law enforcement that’s being employed to
brutalize sovereign [indigenous] nations is simply an extension of the forces being used to brutalize
and terrorize [black] communities” (Walker, 2016). The Splinter article provides a similar
explanation in stating, “Much like the indigenous tribes they’re supporting, Black Lives Matter
activists from New York City see themselves engaged in a fight against state violence, oppression,
and exploitation. For these activists, black and indigenous struggles are intimately tied together”
(Jegroo, 2016, para. 19). These two excerpts associate a theme that has remained prominent within
the social imaginary of the BLM movement – state violence – with the violence against of
Indigenous peoples. Followers of the BLM movement may see the similarities in their treatment,
and interpret some similar values in the NoDAPL movement, while evaluating state violence as
negative and state justice as positive.
The description of BLM Toronto’s Facebook photograph explains that the horseback riding
warriors captured in the image risk facing trespassing charges, despite their presence on treaty
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land. This connects the utilization of state power to the continued dispossession of land. In a
similar vein, Emery-Brown states:
We do not believe that the history of stolen lands is separated from the history of stolen
labor, so while we’re not centered in this fight, it is absolutely something we are proud to
be a part of, because our histories are intertwined. (Walker, 2016, para. 11)
This excerpt explains that, while the dispossession of land and exploitation of labour are two
different experiences, they are connected through the resulting injustice imposed upon respective
communities. Emery-Brown also highlights that BLM is not at the center of the movement,
alluding to the respectful means orientation discussed earlier in this chapter. This excerpt connects
Black and Indigenous experiences to build empathy within the BLM community, but does so
cautiously in order to continue supporting the prominence of Indigenous voices in NoDAPL.
A majority of the texts also relate NoDAPL to the water contamination in communities
with significant Black populations. One of the most liked comments on the NowThis Facebook
video mentions Flint. One user explains, “Flint STILL has shit water. ONE YEAR LATER. The
people stood up in Standing Rock, banding together and refusing to go unheard. That's exactly
what needs to happen in [Flint] now or else NOTHING will ever happen” (User-BF2,
2016). Although many Flint residents gathered support for their cause, this user implies that
without the unification of diverse communities and active supporters, this problem will continue
to exist, despite the fact that so much time had already passed. In doing so, it positions the
successful unification methods of NoDAPL as a goal, to which other movements may strive to
achieve. The comparison is utilized to liken the cases to one another, through their address of water
contamination; however, it differentiates their public attention, in order to engage water protectors
in cases like Flint in the future, by establishing that participants’ solidarity should extend beyond
NoDAPL.
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In the NowThis Facebook video, the overlaid text reads: “THESE BLACK LIVES
MATTER ACTIVISTS SAY STANDING ROCK IS SIMILAR TO FLINT” (Fox, Russell &
Lewis, 2016). Tory Russell, a member of Black Lives Matter, then says:
Black people live in Flint. Our water is messed up. I just left South Africa. You go to
Eastern Cape there's mining towns that their water is messed up. […] They're trying to put
poison in the water. It's universal. [We need] to be unified to fight against the same
oppressor. (Fox, Russell & Lewis, 2016)6
This excerpt offers experiential rationalization, as Russel uses a knowledge scheme based on his
own experience. NoDAPL is connected to Russel’s experiential understandings of South Africa,
Flint, and his own access to water in saying ‘our’ water is ‘messed up’. The video also
communicates the authorization of public significance, in that cases of environmental racism are
seen as universal because they impact these numerous communities. This legitimation leads to a
negative moral evaluation of environmental racism, in which the same oppressor poisons the water.
The use of the word ‘poison’ implies the immorality of this action’s insidious nature. This
evaluation also characterizes the ‘same oppressor’, as they are the actor executing this immoral
action.
Numerous texts within this subject circle indicate that the NoDAPL case is not an isolated
incident, as it is instead a part of the larger trends of environmental racism that impact Indigenous
and Black lives. Although the BLM organization has not excluded environmental racism from its
scope of issues, it has been most popularly recognized as a movement discussing racial issues
within the justice system. In making this connection between trends, Russell shows the importance
of acknowledging how the unjust treatment of Black lives extends to environmental racism
globally. Thus, the comparison also leads to a negative moral evaluation of the cases as

6

Figure 3 in the Appendix utilizes colour coordination strategies to illustrate some of the forms of legitimation
present in this excerpt.
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manifestations of a global problem, engaging with the more universal value of water as a human
right, amidst widespread environmental racism. It exhibits an experiential explanation that works
within the knowledge systems of people facing environmental burdens, in which shared situations
are foundational. As BLM Toronto’s Facebook image description states, “We fighting big oil. This
is our fight, these are our people” (Black Lives Matter – Toronto, 2016, para. 4-5) This indicates
that water contamination via oil is not limited to the experience of the Standing Rock Sioux, but
instead, it is an issue that engages the fight of a unified people from various geographic locations.
In the Splinter article, Vienna Rye (from Millions March NYC) explains the resistance of
NoDAPL is based on:
[…] corporate privatization of natural resource[s], and we see this from the Bronx to Flint
to Standing Rock. And the key point is that this entire system is made possible by the police
institution, by the prison system, which functions as the enforcement arm of this violent
system. (Jegroo, 2016, para. 25)
In addressing the Bronx and Flint, Rye utilizes a form or experiential rationalization to connect
geographically separated locations through an explanation, much like the Facebook video. It also
defines corporate privatization as a factor through another theoretical form of experiential
rationalization, in which the activity of expanding corporate privatization is defined in terms of the
(de)moralized activity of maintaining injustice through the delegitimized police institutions and
prison system.
To discuss the privatization of land, Russel utilizes a pop culture reference to Martin
Lawrence’s Big Momma’s House film trilogy in the NowThis Facebook video. He explains that
the infamous lead character, Big Momma, would say, “God made that mountain baby, how can
you own that?” (Fox, Russell, & Lewis, 2016). In referencing this film’s Black, blunt, and elderly
character, this statement calls toward a very different form of legitimation. Due to the popularity
of this film in American and foreign theatres (The Numbers), the reference is by no means
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exclusive to Americans, however it does imply a sort of ‘inside joke’ relationship with those who
have watched the film, and know the character enough to chuckle while imagining her saying his
words. It uses a form of personal legitimation in discussing a character, whose popular status
within film culture, or at least the comedy genre of the American film industry, arguably maintains
a form of subjective authority.
In the Splinter article, Tara Houska (from Honor the Earth) states:
I think we’re starting to see that a lot of these movements are related, that there’s
intersectionality between issues of social justice and issues of environmental racism […].
We know that our communities are not only targeted by police and killed at a disparate rate
by police officers, we also know that our communities are targeted at a disparate rate by
these projects. (Jegroo, 2016, para. 20)
In this statement, Houska identifies mutually relevant social injustices, present within police
tendencies and cases of environmental racism, as issues that can be observed through the lens of
intersectionality. As intersectional issues, they display interactions between social categories (such
as race) through personal experiences and societal structures, which are indicative of existing
power relations. By defining these issues as intersectional, whilst connecting BLM to NoDAPL,
Houska indicates the presence of similar power dynamics. Although this has been somewhat
inferred throughout this chapter, the explicit identification of intersectionality is important to note
here. The term ‘intersectionality’ is utilized to unify movements aimed at protecting marginalized
groups who face struggles that are, not just similar, but actually correlated through shared power
dynamics in the same nation.
In the same article, Imani Henry explains, “Solidarity and kinship between African peoples
and the peoples of the Americas is almost 500 years old […]. This is why thousands of people of
color claim both black and indigenous nations as their racial and cultural identities” (Jegroo, 2016,
para. 22). The appreciation for this union of peoples is also represented the most popular comment
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on the BLM Facebook image. One user states, “As someone who is part black, part Lakota, 100%
activist, this makes my heart happy” (User-BB2, 2016). Thus, the joining of these groups is
something explained through both historical context and the personal authority of a self-identified
Facebook user. The fact that the comment received 1.4 thousand likes, significantly more than
any of the other comments on the image, speaks to the public significance of recognizing the
mixing and unity of these groups.
In the Splinter article, “common oppressors” is one factor identified for bringing these
communities together (Jegroo, 2016, para. 8); while the Facebook video similarly points toward
the “same oppressor” (Fox, Russell & Lewis, 2016). Kim Ortiz, a member of NYC Shut It Down,
says, “Native Americans have been through so much. African Americans have been through so
much, […] And we will never be free until we unite and get free” (Jegroo, 2016, para. 28). These
sentiments speak to the authority of public significance, in establishing their power in numbers.
This also establishes the means orientation of working together and the goal orientation of freeing
both communities from unjust legacies. By comparing experiences, the moral evaluation of
negative treatment in one community is related to the negative treatment in the other. These
comparisons are made with the impetus of intersectionality, as the recognition of common
oppressors signifies the acknowledgement of power dynamics that impact numerous groups in
related ways.
Summary
Black Lives Matter activists utilize expertise that is relevant to the BLM movement, in
order to mobilize and support the Standing Rock Sioux. These specializations are tied to their
organizational, tactical, and activist identities. For instance, the Copwatch Patrol Unit was
developed by BLM members before NoDAPL, in order to protect predominantly Black
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communities who face the threat of police brutality. Members of this unit then monitored the police
activity at Sacred Stone Camp using this expertise (Jegroo, 2016). In this way, Black and
Indigenous experiences are intertwined through the environmental burdens, police brutality, and
legal injustice imposed by a common oppressor. One of the texts in this subject circle even
identifies the term ‘intersectionality’ as a lens through which this entwinement may be observed
(Jegroo, 2016).
BLM activists also utilized respectful participation methods, as they were proactive in
seeking information on respectful means for engagement. For instance, the BLM 5280 chapter
requested the advice of a local Indigenous organization. They then implemented a suggested
method for engagement, which was to encourage women to wear skirts over their pants at
ceremonies (Walker, 2016). The respectful methods of participation used by these BLM activists
are strategic and situated within an understanding of social experiences. For instance, even though
their support was valuable, BLM organizers made sure to keep Indigenous leadership at the
forefront of the movement, as to not steal spotlight from the community impacted most by the
DAPL project’s development. This implies an understanding, wherein negatively evaluated actors
with significant social capital exploit a movement’s platform to construct their own identity further
– an empathetic understanding that may have been developed through personal and embodied
experiences.
BLM’s respectful methods are contrasted by the harmful methods of white America. This
subject circle highlights the methods of white America, in order to support NoDAPL through
theoretical rationalizations that are relevant to the respective idioculture, which in turn builds the
movement’s social capital. This is accomplished by implying the presence of white privilege and
cultural appropriation. BLM members did not just critique activities related to these concepts;
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they also actively worked against the continuation of such harmful, immoral practices. Upon the
request of Indigenous leaders, BLM members educated fellow non-Indigenous water protectors on
respectful practices. In doing so, they contribute their knowledge to movement’s collective
knowledge, in order to encourage white and non-white water protectors to engage in more
respectful participation methods.

6: #VeteransforStandingRock – Free Speech & Human Shields
Introduction
According to the Pew Research Center, “Public trust in the government remains near
historic lows [with only] 17% of Americans [saying that] they can trust the government” (Pew
Research Center, 2019). Due to the country’s role in the Vietnam War, public trust in the
government’s ability to make good decisions ranged from 77% to 62% between 1960 and 1970
(Pew Research Center, 2019). Although public trust in the government has fluctuated over the
decades, it has steadily declined. After 1972, the highest amount of public trust was measured in
2001, with G.W. Bush’s rating of 54%. Since 2007, public trust has not surpassed 30% (Pew
Research Center, 2019).
Some of this distrust can be seen in veterans, who have been instruments of various
government decisions during their military service. In one of the Facebook posts that will be
discussed in this chapter, one person discusses how he and his fellow veterans felt honour for the
first time in all of their years of service when supporting the NoDAPL movement (Griffin, 2016).
He illustrates feelings of distrust stating, “We know that our own government lied to us. We know
that the world is not a safer place than it was before the United States illegally occupied Iraq and
Afghanistan[…]” (Griffin, 2016, para. 7). He also mentions the fact that the military was utilized
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to support massive corporations, like Halliburton, the multinational oil company that has been at
the center of numerous incidents and controversies abroad (Griffin, 2016). One of the most popular
comments on this Facebook post confirmed that the user also felt their work in the military only
supported corporations instead of the American people (User-VG2, 2016).
This chapter explores how veterans interpret their oaths, in order to oppose the Army Corps
of Engineers, along with other regulatory and industrial actors, and stand with the Standing Rock
Sioux. In comparing their military service to their support of the Sioux, they conduct moral
evaluations that indicate the importance of Indigenous rights. Using tactical knowledges and their
authority as American protectors, these veterans attempt to legitimize the movement for national
mainstream audiences. At the same time, the media organization that cater to these audiences
cautiously insert statements from government officials, in order to contribute to a more balanced
(and some might even say complacent) public opinion.
Texts & Contexts
Christopher Mele (2016) wrote The New York Times article titled, “Veterans to Serve as
‘Human Shields’ for Dakota Pipeline Protesters”, which was published digitally in November of
2016. The New York Times is a widely known publication with over sixteen million followers on
just one of their verified Facebook pages and over forty-three million followers on their main
verified twitter account (The New York Times, “Twitter”; The New York Times,
“Facebook”). This publication caters to a mainstream demographic by “representing a range of
views that make their point politely” (The New York Times, “About”). This article reports on the
upcoming participation of veterans supporting the NoDAPL movement by showcasing the various,
and at some points opposing, opinions of Indigenous participants, government officials, and
veterans.
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Melanie Eversley wrote the USA TODAY article titled “2,000 veterans to give protesters a
break at Standing Rock”, which was also published in November of 2016. USA TODAY has over
eight million followers on its verified Facebook account and almost four million followers on
Twitter (USA TODAY, “Facebook”; USA TODAY, “Twitter”). This media organization also
caters to a mainstream audience, as they aim to “reflect the pulse of the nation and serve as the
host of the American conversation” (USA TODAY, “About”). Like the New York Times article,
this text reports on the upcoming participation of veterans on the frontline of the Standing Rock
resistance; however, this text focuses slightly more of its content on the statements of veterans and
government officials than that of the Indigenous organizers.
The Facebook video analyzed within this subject circle was posted from Ernesto Burbank’s
personal profile in 2016. Burbank is an Indigenous tattoo artist with over 12,000 Facebook
followers (Burbank, “Profile”; Burbank, “About”; Burbank, 2019, “Any”; Burbank, 2019, “He”).
His video captures Grayson ‘Kash’ Jackson in his Navy uniform, discussing the importance of
participating in the movement (Burbank & Jackson, 2016). Jackson is a navy veteran, political
activist, and a member of the Libertarian Party who ran for Governor of Illinois in 2018 (CST
Editorial Board, 2018). He also has a Facebook page dedicated to establishing his platform for the
election, with over 19,000 followers (Jackson, “Facebook”).
The video received over 588,000 reactions, over 13,000 shares, and 137 comments. The
three most popular comments on this post ranged from 58 to 82 reactions. The comment with the
most likes comes from a self-identified Indigenous user who explains that their family is full of
navy members (User-VB2, 2016). The user blesses Jackson for his bravery in standing in his
uniform to defend Indigenous people (User-VB2, 2016). The two other comments that were most
popular on this text are communicated in response to each other on a comment thread. One user
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expresses admiration for Jackson’s efforts, but is concerned that he will be reprimanded for
speaking on such issues in his uniform, as this is said to be against regulations (User-VB1,
2016). Burbank, the user who posted the video, explains that he appreciates people taking a stand
at all costs (Burbank, 2016).
The next social media text from this subject circle was shared in October of 2016, from the
Veterans for Standing Rock Facebook page, which has almost 20,000 followers (Veterans for
Standing Rock, “Facebook”). It quotes sections of Will Griffin’s article, which is shared in a link
the bottom of the post, titled “After Two Wars, Standing Rock is the First Time I Served the
American People” (Griffin, 2016). The article was published by Common Dreams, a non-profit
news organization that targets progressive readers (Common Dreams, “About”). This post
explains how veterans felt that their actions protecting the Standing Rock Sioux were more
honourable than their military service (Griffin, 2016). It includes a discussion regarding the
treatment of people, purposes for standing up, as well as various musings on peace and war
(Griffin, 2016).
This post received over 5000 shares, 4700 reactions, and 439 comments. Six comments
were identified as the most popular: two received 10 likes and four received 9 likes. After
analyzing these six comments, four were deemed relevant to this study. As mentioned at the
beginning of this chapter, one of the most popular comments, which gained 10 likes, confirms that
the user agreed their work in the military only supported corporations like CMC Parson (UserVG2, 2016). One comment with 9 likes describes the camp’s free speech zone and references its
significance on Turtle Island (User-VG4, 2016).

In one reply to a comment that aims at

delegitimizing NoDAPL (User-VG41, 2016), another user defends the cause using a brief
historical explanation that gains 10 likes (User-VG3, 2016). The reply speaks about the massacre
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at Wounded Knee, Indigenous dispossession of land, and why Indigenous people deserve the right
to gather for NoDAPL (User-VG3, 2016).
Land of The Free: Protecting American Rights
Most of the selected texts discuss the violent forces used against water protectors. The USA
TODAY article placed these tactics within the context of constitutional rights. Ashleigh Jennifer
Parker, a member of Veterans Stand for Standing Rock and former member of the Coast Guard,
explained, “The militarized police paid for by tax dollars ... is unconstitutional” (Eversley, 2016,
para. 5). In addition to connecting the Constitution to the violence water protectors had been
enduring, texts reference the First Amendment, making free speech one of the more prominent
values discussed in this subject circle. In the New York Times article, Mele (2016) explains one
goal that veterans had in attending Standing Rock, which was to create a “free speech zone” where
water protectors could voice their concerns about the project in designated safe areas (para. 6). The
article expresses that this accommodation had not yet been offered to these people, due to the
violent measures used by police and security forces.
The utilization of the Constitution’s authority can be identified as an impersonal form of
legitimation, as it represents the nation’s “laws, rules and regulations” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p.
96). This form of legitimation works alongside the authority of the veterans themselves. The
veteran identity connotes a status as seasoned national experts in the protection of American people
and their values. This positions them as morally valorized role models who are idealized in
protecting the nation, as well as representatives of a personal authority granted to them through
their status within the country. Veterans personify the protection of the nation, while referencing
the rights through which the nation is literally and figuratively constituted. In disapproving the
obstruction of these rights, they use their authority to cast a moral evaluation. In delegitimizing
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the perpetrators of the negatively assessed obstruction of rights, they legitimize the rights of water
protectors. The rationalization of their goal orientation also ties into some ideologies within the
national imaginary, in which constitutional rights – namely the right to free speech – have become
emblematic tropes.
In addition to mentioning free speech in the article, one comment on the Veterans for
Standing Rock’s Facebook post states, “This is "Turtle Island" Free Speech Zone! #NODAPL
#WaterisLife #Honorthetreaties #Veteranstandingrock” (User-VG4, 2016). In celebrating the
Free Speech Zone, this comment also utilizes the concept of Turtle Island – a name for North
America used by many Indigenous nations – and included hashtags relevant to the movement as a
whole and the veterans’ engagement specifically (User-VG4, 2016). In stating that the Free
Speech Zone is on Turtle Island, this commenter enmeshes Indigenous knowledge in the
impersonal authority of the First Amendment to the Constitution established by white settlers. In
celebrating how veterans would create a Free Speech Zone on Turtle Island, this user morally
evaluates the unity between these bodies of knowledge as a positive contribution to the protection
of water and the Standing Rock Sioux.
This comment uses numerous hashtags that connect the presence of Veterans to the
movement as a whole and the more specific issue of maintaining Indigenous treaty rights. This
illustrates the user’s application of the hashtag mechanism as a method of collating, as well as a
method

for

bridging

causes

and

groups

through

the

networked

publics.

The

‘#Veteransstandingrock’ hashtag unifies veterans and the Standing Rock Sioux, bridging groups
with a sentiment that aligns with the unification of Indigenous and settler concepts that is
communicated in the body of the comment.

THE LEGITIMATION & NETWORKED UNIFICATION OF #NODAPL

119

In the Facebook video, Kash Jackson, wears his uniform and speaks in front of the
American flag that waves high above him, embodying the aura of the national veteran identity. As
the video progresses, Jackson explains:
I protected the constitution for twenty years for a reason, and it's so that whether or not we
agree on the position of Standing Rock, it’s irrelevant. What's important is that you have a
right to life, you have a right to protect your resources, and the government and big business
does not have any right to infringe upon that, especially with force. (Burbank & Jackson,
2016)7
This excerpt offers the impersonal authority of the constitution. It also communicates the authority
of veterans who are experts in the protection of the constitution. Jackson positions himself and
other veterans as experts in protecting numerous elements of American life: American resources,
American rights, and American people. In turn, this representation also implies the personal
authority of veterans, whose role in society authorizes their stance. Thus, this video references
personal authority through veteran status, expert commendation through the expertise developed
in service, and the impersonal authority of rights.
The excerpt also speaks toward the process of identity construction, in which veterans may
partake. Although there are many activities that go into the daily life of a military member, the
cognitive organization of selected experiences may produce and reproduce the patriotic, nationalist
identity of veterans. The mutual constitution of this identification process reproduces the national
protector narratives that exist within the imaginary, while also producing a narrative wherein
bearers of this identity extend their service to support the Standing Rock Sioux.
In Jackson’s case, there is an extra level of identity construction that may be analyzed
through his libertarian affiliations. As a representative of the Libertarian Party, he may construct
his identity by relating his participation in NoDAPL to the protection of the certain individual

7

Figure 4 in the Appendix utilizes colour coordination strategies to illustrate some of the forms of legitimation
present in this excerpt.
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freedoms (i.e. free speech) that are idealized in libertarian and right-wing ideologies. Although it
is unlikely that all of the users engaged in the veteran subject circle maintain such political
philosophies, it is possible that these connections affectively amplify interpretations of the
movement’s purpose for the users who do maintain relevant stances.
This video offers theoretical rationalization relevant to veteran experiences, by connecting
NoDAPL to the experiential knowledges regarding the protection of Americans, which define and
explain veteran identities. These tactical and idealistic veteran knowledges are complemented by
the movement’s theoretical rationalization via libertarian knowledge schemes. The libertarian
rationalization is supported by Jackson’s personal authority, in maintaining his status as a
libertarian governor candidate, within the American political system. These various forms of
legitimation amplify the implied, negative moral evaluation of government actors and
corporations, who intend on infringing upon American rights.
Home of The Brave: How to Fight For Your Country
The authoritative aura surrounding veteran status is utilized to contrast the treatment of
veterans with the treatment of the Standing Rock Sioux. While being interviewed for The New
York Times, an Indigenous veteran named Loreal Black Shawl asked this of police and security,
“are you going to treat us veterans who have served our country in the same way as you have those
water protectors?” (Mele, 2016, para. 15). She goes on to explain, “We are there because we are
tired of seeing the water protectors being treated as non-humans” (Mele, 2016, para. 15). To the
same point, the USA TODAY article states that veterans organizing the journey to Standing Rock
“believe that if [the veterans] are treated violently, it will draw more attention to the clashes that
have been happening at the protest site” (Eversley, 2016, para. 14).
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These very similar statements illustrate the authority of veterans, as well as the moral
comparison through which they convey the unequal evaluation of life in American culture. These
veterans highlight their embodiment of an idealized symbol, as protection icons within the
American cultural imaginary. As experts in violent tactics, they also utilize their authority to
define the strategies used by security and police as violent. Although images and videos depicting
this violence circulated among the networked publics, some critics aimed at delegitimizing the
movement by contributing to or highlighting instances of misinformation. The confirmation of
violence, offered by veterans with expert authority, has the capacity to reject some of the
allegations of fraudulence, in a way that the dismissal by individuals or groups associated with the
movement or the left-wing may not.
The veteran group’s authorization as American protectors was juxtaposed with the
treatment of the Standing Rock Sioux and other allies. Quite aware of the fact that many
Americans would be unhappy if the government or police treated national protectors brutally, these
veterans urged Americans to reassess their value for human life, by showing that they did not
expect to be treated the same way as the nation’s Indigenous population. In this way, the
comparison morally evaluates the mistreatment of veterans as unthinkably bad, and then extends
this evaluation to show how mistreating Indigenous people (who are supposedly granted equal
constitutional rights) is also bad. A member of the larger veteran subject circle, who may hold
prejudices against the Indigenous population, might be forced to reassess their understanding of
the value of Indigenous peoples’ lives. By insinuating that police and security may treat the
Standing Rock Sioux brutally, but may not dare to treat veterans the same way as easily, these
statements communicate the inequality and injustice that currently resides in the American system,
as it evaluates the worthiness of life and protection.
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Veterans also used the specific materials and knowledge afforded to them through their
military experience. The New York Times article explains that veterans were encouraged to wear
“their old uniforms” at the camp (Mele, 2016, para. 20). In the Facebook video featuring Jackson
in his uniform, one commenter voices their concern. They state:
I truly respect his intentions and I think its admirable that he's there fighting against the
pipeline but I hope he doesn't get in trouble for wearing his Navy uniform at a protest. As
an Air Force Veteran I know it's against regulations. #NODAPL. (User-VB1, 2016)
To this, the original video poster, Ernesto Burbank answers, “Sometimes u just gotta take a stand
at all cost, we appreciate all humans coming back [from war] embracing love and life” (Burbank,
2016). These were some of the most popular comments on the video, but the comment with the
most likes was made by a user with family in the Navy, who explains that Jackson is “brave”, as
he stood “in uniform [speaking] so strongly [which] was exactly what my spirit needed” (UserVB2, 2016).
A few things can be understood through these excerpts. Veterans wore their uniforms in
order to leverage their identity as in support of the movement, despite the possible negative
consequences they could face for doing so. The subject circle saw this as brave due to the potential
risk, as well as their ability to express beliefs so candidly, as Jackson displayed. As veterans who
were expected to follow orders during their service, the decision to speak as united and moral
individuals contrasted possible expectations for this social group, while building upon their brave
characterization.
The humanization of these previous soldiers is implied as they are referred to as humans
who embrace “love and life” (Burbank, 2016). Indicating that the choice to stand with Standing
Rock is an embrace of “love and life” provides moral legitimation through abstraction. The stand
is seen as positive, as it is equated with a moral activity of caring and a value for social justice.
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The humanization of veterans who are ‘agentalized’ in their decision to support morally validated
efforts, indicates that the risk veterans face is a consequences of their personal decisions to act as
empathetic people. In doing so, these comments subtly contrast the decisive, autonomous actions
of veterans with the commands followed by police and security officers (which will be discussed
more thoroughly later in this chapter).
The texts also refers to the specialized tactics that veterans developed in their service and
how they would be utilized to support the movement. The New York Times article explained that,
“An “operations order” for participants outlined the logistics with military precision and language,
referring to opposing forces, friendly forces and supporting units” (Mele, 2016, para. 19). The
article also discusses how they adapt some strategies to be more appropriate for the
movement. The text explains, “In a break from military custom, the gathering will have a “chain
of responsibility” instead of a chain of command, he said. There are no ranks, and participants will
refer to one another by their given names” (Mele, 2016, para. 22).
The utilization and adaptation of military tactics illustrates the specialized means
orientation that could be offered by the veterans. The use of “military precision” characterizes
their logistics as well as the veterans’ expertise (Mele, 2016, para. 19). In referencing the strategies
established in military service, this text insinuates veterans’ knowledge of militarized engagement.
It works within the idioculture of this group by using shared military customs, while also adapting
reinterpretations of these customs, which can be accessed by veterans through an imaginary. In
this example, the cultural imaginary can be applied to the network of images and practices held by
the community of veterans specifically, as opposed to, for instance, the larger population of an
entire nation who may not share the same exposure to these military customs.
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By reinterpreting the chain of responsibility, the concept and connotations associated with
“responsibility” replace those of the word “command” (Mele, 2016, para. 22). The term
‘responsibility’ may be associated with social responsibility, civic duty, accountability, and
discourses of ethics, while ‘command’ may be associated with a less flexible order, demand, and
power dynamics. This change in language signifies the reinterpretation of military practices upon
supporting the value for social justice, which permeates through the inclusive and Indigenous-led
culture at the camp.
The article plays into the honourable veteran narrative, while establishing this group’s
means orientation as well. The title of the New York Times article, along with its contents, explains
that veterans will “serve as ‘human shields’” (Mele, 2016, para. 1). This choice of words connotes
the protective sacrifice of a body’s safety to shield citizens of the nation, for whom they have
previously fought. This subtly references their military experience, while also producing and
reproducing the idealized veteran identity established within the cultural imaginary. Michael A.
Wood Jr., the founder of the veteran organization attending Standing Rock, explains that they
became “self-sufficient” at the camp, not relying on other water protectors to lend supplies (Mele,
2016, para. 24). Wood explains that as participants who were not seeking support, the veterans
instead offered their tactical services as “the cavalry” (Mele, 2016, para. 24).
The use of the terms ‘shield’ and ‘cavalry’ quite obviously connote war, while also
referencing the authority of customary tradition (or the legitimation of what has always been done),
as these terms associate with the continued history of battles between human populations. This
legitimation is made possible through the process of identity construction as displayed by
veterans. Their construction of identity also offers legitimation through the mythopoetic
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overdetermination of symbolization, in which the veteran identity is extended to the historically
situated concepts of cavalry and shields.
On the other hand, the idea of “self-sufficient” participation legitimizes the movement in a
slightly different way. With a similar depiction, the USA TODAY article indicates that veterans
wanted to “give protesters a break” (Eversley, 2016, para. 2). Parker explains that veterans wanted
to “offer them a moment of peace and, […] take a little bit of pressure off” (Eversley, 2016, para.
2).The expression of self-sufficiency and the capacity to relieve citizens references rationalization
through means and goal orientation. The self-sufficient means contributes to a representation of
the tactical identity of veterans, which in turn also plays into their authority. The idea of not relying
on the movement organizers for resources, while just offering relief is unique to this subject
circle. While members of BLM, for instance, donate supplies and try to become a part of the
community, the veterans indicate a form of independence that reinforces the authority of their
privileged access to specialized means and goals. This construction of authority displays the
mythopoetic legitimation of single determination, through a straightforward embodiment of the
current veteran identity using independent/self-sufficient methods, which aligns with the valorized
trope of veterans in the national imaginary.
Veterans also invert the mythopoetic expectations embodied within the veteran identity,
explaining that they would engage in peaceful and protective methods, as directed by NoDAPL
leaders. Parker expresses that the veterans would “be unarmed, completely prepared for peaceful
protest” (Eversley, 2016, para. 12). She even corrects her utilization of the term protest in that
statement to meet the intended communication tactics of the movement leaders. Parker explains,
“We don't even like the word 'protest.'” and went on to explain that “water protectors” was the
preferred identity of people at the camp (Eversley, 2016, para. 12). Similarly, in the Facebook
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video, Jackson says “protesting- or protecting their water peacefully” with vocal and facial cues
that indicate that the word “or” is used to replace the term ‘protesting’ with ‘protecting’. The
Veterans for Standing Rock page makes a similar assertion as it states, “[Veterans for Peace]
members, Tarak Kauff and Matthew Hoh, were arrested on Oct. 10, Indigenous People’s Day,
while peacefully protecting (not protesting) the water” (Griffin, 2016).

All of these examples

legitimize actions through the instrumental rationalization of means, but they are not means
centred around veterans. They use the communicative and tactical means developed by organizing
water protectors, rather than their own specialized tactics.
As virtually all of the texts indicate that the veterans would be using peaceful methods for
engaging in the movement, their knowledge and experience with violent tactics made one veteran
worried. Black Shawl expresses “that the operation could prove problematic because the veterans
and the police both have military or tactical training. She […] had a “huge, huge nervousness and
anxiety” about possibly being injured and what could happen to other veterans” (Mele, 2016, para.
19). In this way, the veterans’ use of peaceful tactics is juxtaposed by their knowledge of
aggressive tactics; they are a group that is capable of using violence, but instead follow the peaceful
methods proposed by Indigenous organizers. The fear represented in Black Shawl’s statement
contributes to the implied courage in taking their stance, despite a possibly heightened potential
for violence. While the veteran identity is typically tied to combative tactics, representatives of
this identity instead employ tactics that may be deemed as opposite to their archetypal
representation. They acknowledge how peaceful tactics are essential to the identity of water
protectors and act accordingly, rather than ‘fighting fire with fire,’ using a flame which they are
skilled in yielding. In doing so, they are still able to tap into an idealized protector narrative, while
adding tones of honourability in resisting the use of violence.
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One of the texts discusses this sense of honour, explaining that veterans felt this movement
was the most meaningful forms of protecting Americans that they had yet to accomplish. As
quoted in the Veterans for Standing Rock Facebook page, Will Griffin explains:
Matt and I also agreed that after our military “service” and multiple deployments to two
wars, this was the first time we served the American people. After going to a few nonviolent
direct action protests against the Black Snake [also known as DAPL], we realized what it
actually meant to stand by the American people and fight in their interests. We suddenly
had this feeling of honor, something we never had from our deployments to Iraq or
Afghanistan. We agreed that the only “people” we served overseas fighting were the likes
of Halliburton, KBR, AECOM, DynCorp, Raytheon, Environmental Chemical, and so
many more. […] Looking into the eyes of the police at Standing Rock, we saw ourselves.
(Griffin, 2016)
In this excerpt, Griffin depicts an image of military service wherein corporate desires are more
central than the protection of American civilians. This sentiment was echoed in the comments on
this post, as one user explains:
Yes sir you are definitely right... I was there [in] Iraq and [I worked for] the company […]
also known to the name of CMC PARSON […] and I don't get [any] appreciation [from]
them... just sharing my story and experience […]. (User-VG2, 2016)
The fact that Griffin mentions other veterans who have discussed these feelings of distrust, and
one of the most popular comments made by a veteran Facebook user confirms such reflections,
points toward the public significance of numerous members of the vast veteran community
potentially experiencing similar negative sentiments. On the other hand, Griffin expressed the
positive sentiments toward the honour of engaging in the use of non-violent tactics, because he
believed that this meant he was finally on the side of the American people. The combination of
these shared sentiments are identified as a factor in mobilizing veterans into actions that may be
interpreted as more authentic forms of American protection than their military experiences.
With this context, when Griffin explains that veterans saw themselves as they looked at the
police, he is shedding light on how both the veterans and police have allowed a sense of duty to
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blind them from the presence of corporate greed, existing under the guise of national or community
protection. On one hand, Griffin interprets the veterans’ advocation for the livelihood of American
citizens as a morally legitimate form of national protection; on the other hand, it also insinuates
that he was not any better than the police, because he had committed similar acts with a comparable
sense of righteousness. This moral ambiguity is accomplished through the legitimation of
comparison. In painting both veterans and police in this way, he elevates the authority of the
Standing Rock Sioux leaders, who embody moral legitimacy as beholders of knowledges that
could direct veterans along a more just path.
The post on the Veterans for Standing Rock page goes on to quote Griffin, as he states:
We also know now that not only is water life, as the Standing Rock Sioux continue to cry
out, but water is also peace. None of us can have any peace without the basic necessities
of life such as clean air and water, arable land, clothing, shelter and justice. As Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. said, “Peace is not merely the absence of war but the presence of justice.”
That’s what we were fighting for at Standing Rock, peace and justice. (Griffin, 2016)
In this statement, Griffin not only describes water as life, as leaders of the movement promote; he
also uses abstraction to tie water to peace, as well as tying life to other environmental resources
and the concept of justice. These abstract moral evaluations set the tone for his reference to Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. This iconic man’s words are implemented to connect a veteran’s
experience at war to a veteran’s engagement in NoDAPL. He is arguing that unrest is not merely
rooted in the presence of tension; rather, the resistance of water protectors is rooted in a mission
to seek peace through environmental justice. The evaluations and abstractions are used to morally
legitimize the movement in terms of discourses surrounding peace and war, which are grounded
to the historical and current actions of the American military. In his statement, Griffin evaluates
the mission to support environmental justice and peace as a positive position for veterans to adopt.
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Inevitable Futility: Whether It’s The Weather or The System
Both of the articles studied within this subject circle explore the stances of government
officials who wish to proceed with DAPL’s construction. In USA TODAY, North Dakota’s
Governor Jack Dalrymple expresses, “it is most likely too late to reroute the project, but he would
like to restore a relationship with the Standing Rock Sioux Tribal Council” (Eversley, 2016, para.
8). The article goes on to explain how Dalrymple had recently requested that the White House
cease their interception in the project’s development. Dalrymple states, “Further delays simply
prolong the risks to public safety, prolong the hardships endured by area residents and increase
costs incurred by the state of North Dakota and Morton County” (Eversley, 2016, para. 9).
In assertions such as these, the texts legitimizes the opposing stance of the state. In a likely
attempt to appear unbiased, the texts present both sides of the debate as somewhat equally
valid. The governor’s personal authority is positioned through his status in the government. He
uses both theoretical and instrumental rationalization to legitimize his stance as well. An
experiential explanation is offered to establish that the NoDAPL activities are “too late” to impose
a reassessment of the project (Eversley, 2016, para. 8), while presenting an experiential prediction
of what would happen should the resistance continue. Instrumental rationalization is accomplished
through goal orientation, wherein the government representative explains that he wishes to repair
relations with the Indigenous population.
Government authorities also claim that their concern was centred around the safety of the
water protectors. In the USA TODAY article, Eversley (2016) explains, “North Dakota state
officials ordered the camp vacated, saying the cold makes it dangerous for protesters to stay there”
(para. 10). In the New York Times article, Dalrymple defends his evacuation order, claiming that
it was issued due to “anticipated harsh weather conditions” (Mele, 2016, para. 5). The governor
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explained that anyone entering the site was doing so “at their own risk” (Mele, 2016, para. 6). The
reference to meteorology legitimizes the official’s opposition to the resistance in a form of
scientific rationalization.
That being said, the governor voices concern about the weather while allowing the use of
water cannons against water protectors in freezing temperature, as mentioned in the Case
Literature chapter. This contradiction is not communicated in the USA TODAY article at all.
Although the water cannons are mentioned in the New York Times article (Mele, 2016, para.16),
they are not connected to the governor’s claims of concern, despite the potential to reveal his
hypocrisy. By allowing the governor to legitimize his stance, and not positioning evidence in a
way that might delegitimize the authority of government officials, these texts cater to mainstream
audiences.
It is worth noting that the presentation of ‘the other side’ of this debate is not as present in
other subject circles, which is likely a result of these publications catering to a mainstream,
American public opinion. The representation of information could be observed as either an attempt
to avoid bias by presenting numerous stances, or a utilization of mainstream biases that favour the
complacency of citizens. The latter assumption may function within a hierarchy of authorities in
mainstream media publications, wherein the stance of government officials is classified as more
reputable than, say, the stance of Indigenous activists. That being said, this study does not offer
sufficient evidence of this controversial organizational structure. One might also argue that the
articles studied within the other subject circles do not display the ‘other side’ as much, in order
align with the ideologies, idiocultures, and imaginaries of their readership. Whatever the case may
be, at the very least, this study does indicate that some texts within the veteran subject circle
communicate the legitimacy of government actors more than the other subject circles analyzed.
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The New York Times article states, “Federal officials said anyone found on the land after
Dec. 5 could be charged with trespassing” (Mele, 2016, para. 7). Near the end of the article, Mele
(2016) explains, “Some officials expressed the hope that the demonstrators would move on” (para.
26). The article follows this statement by quoting Republican Senator, John Hoeven, who
believes, “The well-being and property of ranchers, farmers and everyone else living in the region
should not be threatened by protesters who are willing to commit acts of violence” (Mele, 2016,
para. 27).
On the one hand, the text does eventually conclude with a short statement from Dave
Archambault II, the chairman of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, reassuring that the water
protectors would continue with peaceful methods; on the other hand, it legitimizes the opposition
of politicians and community members at length. The Republican Senator conducts a negative
moral evaluation of water protectors as potentially violent people, something that is not
communicated throughout other subject circles. He legitimizes his evaluation on their negative
impact on the community using public significance, referencing the numerous types of community
members who would potentially be targeted by the water protectors’ ‘violence’. The text also uses
the authority of public significance by referencing the numerous officials that wish the resistance
would subside. Lastly, the personal and impersonal authority that officials impose, with their
sanctioned capacity to charge water protectors with trespassing, legitimizes the oppositional stance
further.
The fears of the movement’s potential impact on the surrounding community is
communicated in the comments of the Veterans for Standing Rock Facebook post as well. One
commenter states that he would dislike “strangers” camping on his land and that the Standing Rock
Sioux had ample time to show their disapproval of the project (User-VG1, 2016). One of the
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repliers expresses why the Standing Rock Sioux are entitled to that land, explaining the history of
massacre at Wounded Knee and that the site is located on the sacred burial grounds of Cannonball
Ranch (User-VG3, 2016). To this, the original commenter argues that killing people for land is
something that exists in many histories, specifically citing the Romans (User-VG1, 2016). He
suggests that the killing and dispossession of Indigenous Americans was inevitable, whether it was
imposed by the British or Mexicans (User-VG1, 2016).
The initial commenter’s disapproving opinions are argued in the thread by numerous users,
unlike the original commenter’s stance, which they alone defend. A certain level of public
significance is communicated through the willingness of numerous users to inform this critic of
more contextual information, as well as the numerous likes on the responses supporting this
effort. In addition to this, by utilizing theoretical rationalization to explain the complexity of
dispossession and violence in America, the repliers legitimize the work of water
protectors. Although other subject circles possess a fair share of critics, the lack of empathy
displayed by this user is unique to this subject circle. That being said, there are not as many
comments nor likes on comments in this post in comparison to some of the other social media texts
in this corpus. It is likely that opinions like these are shared in other subject circles, but because
they are not as popular or prominent, they have been excluded from the scope of this study.
It is also worth noting that the veterans themselves do not seem to represent the opposing
stance as equal; this study has indicated how they communicate in ways that align with the
NoDAPL leaders. While the mainstream American media publications and commenters in the
subject circle offer opposing ideological stances, which may be pushed by the government settler
or national narrative, the veterans carry the messages of the water protectors as they stand in
resistance. In doing so, they bridge networks between users who may have continued to maintain
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opposing stances had the veterans not stood with Standing Rock. Users who may have subscribed
to a dominant reading of resource extraction as a foundation to American nationalism may then
negotiate their reading of the NoDAPL case in a way that continues honouring veteran authority
but extends to support water protectors.
Summary
The veteran subject circle implements expert authority, from indicating veterans’ military
precision of organizing participants, to illustrating their brave stand against the potentially violent
opposition of police and security. Veterans indicate that they wore their uniforms, as symbols of
their authority and identity, regardless of the potential repercussions that concerned some
commenters. Their authority is also utilized to identify the brutal conditions imposed upon water
protectors. Veterans address these inhumane conditions using experiential knowledge regarding
violent tactics, acquired through military experience, to legitimize claims.
Veterans also offer their authority as national protectors, as they connect their expertise in
protecting Americans to the protection of their American rights, including the freedom of speech
and freedom to protect land. These freedoms are idealized within the nationalist imaginary,
alongside the depiction of veterans as American protectors. On the other hand, the valorized
veteran identity is made morally ambiguous. Griffin (2016) explains that when he looked at the
police and security, he saw himself, as he protected corporations overseas in his military career.
The moral ambiguity of veterans, police, and security is juxtaposed by the moral validity of
Indigenous water protectors. Although some of the texts offer the opposing viewpoints of
government officials, the veterans themselves instrumentalize their nationalist social capital to
shift mainstream public opinion in favour of the Standing Rock Sioux.
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7: Of Women & Water – Feminists at Standing Rock
Introduction
Tokota Iron Eyes was thirteen when she gathered some of her peers to produce the Rezpect
Our Water campaign with YouTube videos (Smith, 2016). Many people credit her as the person
who started the NoDAPL movement in initiating this campaign (Klein, 2016). Bobbi Jean Three
Legs was a twenty-four year-old mother when she led two marathons to persuade the government
to stop DAPL construction (Latimer, 2017). LaDonna Brave Bull Allard was the Standing Rock
Sioux tribal historian when she welcomed fellow water protectors on her land to establish the
Sacred Stone Camp (Allard, 2016).
These three people were some of the more prominent figures who utilized their skills and
experience to lead the movement, although there were indeed many other Lakota and Dakota
women who exercised this ability. Indigenous women of the LGBTQ+ community were also given
a platform through this movement (Prakash, 2017). Non-Indigenous women showed solidarity
when utilizing their leadership positions in various organizations and gathering groups to travel to
Standing Rock (Grassroots Global Justice Alliance, 2016). This movement’s mobilization of
women was not only significant because it displayed women of colour maintaining powerful roles,
but it was also important because texts within the feminist or women-oriented subject circle discuss
how the development of DAPL would contribute to persisting forms of gender inequality. From
mythopoetic images of women and water as life-givers, to cold, hard economic and health
statistics, this subject circle discusses DAPL issues by using values that can be associated with an
intersectional ecofeminist framework.
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Texts & Contexts
Karla Majdancic (2016) wrote the Women’s Media Center (WMC) article, titled
“#NoDAPL Is A Feminist Issue”, in December of 2016. WMC has a verified Twitter account with
over 179,000 followers and a verified Facebook account with over 134,000 followers (Woman’s
Media Center, “Twitter”; Women’s Media Center, “Facebook”). According to their website:
In 2005, Jane Fonda, Robin Morgan and Gloria Steinem founded the Women’s Media
Center (WMC), a progressive, nonpartisan, nonprofit organization working to raise the
visibility, viability and decision-making power of women and girls in media and, thereby,
ensuring that their stories get told and their voices are heard. (Women’s Media Center,
“About”)
The article reproduces the aim of this organization in making the impact of DAPL clear, utilizing
studies and statistics, placing the case within a feminist context, while also offering visibility to
the women and youth who had fulfilled powerful leadership roles within the movement
(Majdancic, 2016).
Nidhi Prakash (2017) wrote the article, titled “A young Native American leader on why
feminism and fighting for the planet go hand in hand”, for Splinter News in March of 2017. As
explained earlier, Splinter has a verified Twitter account with over 569,000 followers, a verified
Facebook account with over 1,640,000 likes, and lives up to its description of providing news that
“gets under your skin” (Splinter, “Twitter”; Splinter, “Facebook”). The article interviews Eryn
Wise, a young, two-spirit, Indigenous woman who was prominent in the NoDAPL movement. She
discusses politicians, feminism, youth and her experience in relation to the development of DAPL
(Prakash, 2017).
One social media posts related to this subject circle was shared from the Facebook page of
the Indigenous Environmental Network in September of 2016. The organization’s Facebook page
has over 338,000 followers and their Twitter page has over 41,600 followers (Indigenous
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Environmental Network, “Facebook”; Indigenous Environmental Network, “Twitter”). The post
includes a long excerpt from the Berta Vive Feminist Delegation’s hyperlinked blog post, as well
as a previewed image of a group holding a banner at Standing Rock. The text speaks to the
organization’s goals in attending the resistance and introduces some of the members who were
present (Grassroots Global Justice Alliance, 2016).
The post received 237 reactions, 92 shares and 10 comments. None of the fairly small
sample of comments received any reactions (in the technical sense, as they did receive replies). As
a result, all ten of the comments were reviewed and only two were deemed relevant to this study.
One comment discusses the misinformation disseminated regarding NoDAPL, in an effort to
delegitimize the movement (User-FG2, 2016). Another user replies, “You should speak to those
who were confronted by the dogs, armed special police force and be really made aware. Btw- if
it's man made, it will fail” (User-FG1, 2016). Although the explanation of experiencing violence
on the frontline did attempt to legitimize the water protectors, this chapter will more thoroughly
discuss the mythopoetic legitimation in mentioning manmade technology in a post concerning a
feminist organization.
The other social media post that will be analyzed was shared from Mellissa Seaman’s
(2016a) Facebook profile in November of 2016. Seaman is a self-proclaimed “Stanford-educated
attorney turned intuitive business strategist” with almost 1,700 Facebook followers (Seaman,
“Facebook”). A majority of the post shares the statement of Magelion Moon, a friend of Seaman,
who spoke of an event that occurred at Standing Rock the previous night (Seaman, 2016a). It
includes an image of a large group of women kneeling, bundled up in coats and hats to endure the
increasingly cold weather. Two windsocks are held by women; one is blue with painted waves
depicting a body of water, while the other is red with “NO DAPL” inscribed in black and
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white. The text explains that women led a water ceremony and were granted novel treatment from
the security forces. It recounts the success that Indigenous women felt was they were empowered
lead one night’s activities at the camp (Seaman, 2016a).
This post received over 1,700 reactions, 1,300 shares, and 84 comments. The three top
comments received 15 to 39 likes. The most liked comment was shared by Seaman, the original
poster, and expressed that the Indigenous women of America could be the “Western woman” that
the Dalai Lama said would “save the world” (Seaman, 2016b). The second-most popular comment
received 18 likes and shared a user’s dream about the power of women and their silence at Standing
Rock (User-FS1, 2016). The third-most liked comment applauds the bravery, courage, power, and
love of the women captured in the image (User-FS2, 2016).
Women & Children First? Gender Barriers & Youth Platforms
This subject circle utilizes various studies to position the pipeline’s construction against
women, children and Indigenous rights. The WMC text delineates the sacred and environmental
factors that have led the Standing Rock Sioux to protect the area, while supporting their claims
with a study. Majdancic (2016) states, “Those concerns are backed by data from 2012 to 2013,
which indicated there were 300 oil pipeline breaks across North Dakota — information which has
led many to believe that an oil leak is inevitable.” (Majdancic, 2016, para. 2). Unlike the use of
meteorology in the veteran subject circle, this text uses scientific rationalization to legitimize the
stance of water protectors, by explaining a calculation of measured occurrences and predicting the
likelihood of another pipeline break occurring.
Aside from the more general claims about this project, texts specifically addressed potential
risks through a feminist lens. The Facebook post regarding the Berta Vive Feminist Delegation
aimed at making connections “between what is happening in Standing Rock to the struggles of
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women in frontline communities around the world” (Grassroots Global Justice Alliance,
2016). This illustrates the way in which climate change is being instrumentalized to reveal the
connection between experiences relevant to specific communities and identities. To reiterate, Anna
Kaijser and Annica Kronsell (2013) connect climate issues to Kathy Davis’ definition of
“intersectionality as ‘the interaction between gender, race and other categories of difference in
individual lives, social practices, institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies and the
outcomes of these interactions in terms of power’” (p. 418-419). Thus, Berta Vive makes the effort
to engage with the knowledge of these interactions while participating in camp activities. They
direct water protectors to an understanding about the power dynamics, through which projects like
DAPL exist and impact women at a global scale.
Aside from intersectional connections, these texts connect the treatment of Indigenous
women today to their historical treatment. In the WMC article, Majdancic (2016) discusses the
historical context behind Indigenous treatment, acknowledging its impact on “particularly women
within those communities” (para. 5). She explains that many Indigenous women were forcibly
sterilized by the government in the 1970s, while relating this history to the current statistics
indicating that these women “are almost three times more likely than other groups to be sexually
assaulted – with two-thirds of those assaults being committed by non-Natives” (Majdancic, 2016,
para. 5). The text connects this phenomenon back to the construction of pipelines, referencing
other projects and explaining that the “development projects on Native land can and does lead to
an increase of violence against Native American women […] and further suppresses their
communities” (Majdancic, 2016, para. 5).
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In addition to discussing the sexual and other violence that Indigenous women have faced
and continue to endure with the construction of pipelines, the text also mentions the impact that
contaminated water has imposed upon these women. Majdancic (2016) explains:
Contaminated drinking water […] creates additional economic burdens on affected
families by forcing them to rely on expensive alternatives in case of a spill. A lack of clean
water would also intensify the economic disparity Native American women face, as they
already have the second largest wage gap of any racial group. (para. 3) 8
Thus, Majdancic (2016) describes how pipeline contaminated water would require residents to use
costly alternatives, forcing upon them, not only an environmental burden, but also an economic
burden.
In using historical, social, and economic studies to draw ties between various forms of
injustice, this text employs a form of theoretical rationalization to legitimize the movement with
regard to women’s rights. It utilizes both experiential and scientific knowledge to legitimize the
claim that this project is not only an injustice to Indigenous people, but also, more specifically,
Indigenous women. In doing so, it taps into the idioculture of feminist subject circles that embody
intersectional feminism, which instills a ‘leave no woman behind’ ideology. If someone is a
feminist, regardless of whether they are Indigenous, they should be concerned for the wellbeing of
fellow women. Even the title of the text, which is “#NoDAPL Is A Feminist Issue”, explicitly
indicates that the positioning of the NoDAPL movement within the context of the larger and more
established feminist movement. It is not until all women – including those who are Black,
Indigenous, Muslim, trans, disabled, etc. – have equitable access to physical and economic safety
that the mission of feminism will be fulfilled. This implication speaks to discourses of values in
conducting a moral evaluation of gendered injustices as a negative societal factor, and positioning

As the National Women’s Law Center explains, “Based on today’s wage gap, Latinas would lose $1,145,440 over
the course of a 40-year career compared to white, non-Hispanic men” (National Women’s Law Center, 2019a),
while “Native women would lose $977,720” (National Women’s Law Center, 2019b).
8
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the canceling of DAPL development as one of the many possible and partial remedies to racial and
gender-based injustice.
Referencing the welfare of children is also notable within this subject circle. The article
explains that the carcinogens unearthed through the fracking process has “put women and their
babies at risk of premature births and high-risk pregnancies” (Majdancic, 2016, para. 3). In
addition to discussing the health risks of pregnancy, the text discusses the history of Indigenous
children being forced into schools “that taught white supremacy” (Majdancic, 2016, para. 5). Thus,
this text utilizes both experiential and scientific knowledge, in order to legitimize how the
cancelation of this project is important to ensure the wellbeing of children, as it relates to the
experiences of some women. In doing so, it taps into maternal values, which is a strategy that will
be discussed further in the Mythopoetic & Anthropomorphic Embodiment section. For now, one
might just consider how scientific studies and historical documentation are used to advocate on
behalf of children and their wellbeing within this subject circle.
The texts within this subject circle also highlight the political power of youth. Generations
after surviving forced assimilation amongst other injustices, the WMC article notes how the youth
of the Great Sioux Nation have been “immensely powerful and inspiring” as they “pushed for and
achieved significant change” as prominent actors in the NoDAPL movement (Majdancic, 2016,
para. 6). In the Splinter article, Eryn Wise recounts how President Obama received a momentous
amount of praise from Indigenous Americans as he visited reservations, meeting their children and
saying, “I love these kids. I only met them briefly but I love them” (Prakash, 2017, para. 10). Wise
explains that the children finally felt recognized, and so, “every single time that we reached out to
him [about the DAPL] and he ignored us, it felt like a slap in the face” (Prakash, 2017, para. 9).
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She describes how “some of these kids would say, 'He said he loved us. Why is he letting this
happen?'” (Prakash, 2017, para. 10).
These excerpts showcase the political power of Indigenous youth. Generations of
Indigenous youth have endured mistreatment, which contributes to both a narrative of political
leadership values in the case of Obama, or a narrative of the ‘agentalized’ strength of these young
people who advocate on behalf of their experiences. Whether their status within society is used to
leverage political support from politicians who align with a democratic ideology, or positioned so
that representatives of this identity can use the significance of their marginalization to seek better
treatment, their personal authority as Indigenous youth is instrumental in establishing political
value.
“The Western Woman”: Instrumental Identities of Affect & Agency
This subject circle also constructed and utilized the identities of women to legitimize the
NoDAPL movement. For instance, Seaman (2016b) shared the following comment on her own
Facebook post: “You know how Dalai Lama said ‘The Western Woman will Save the World?’
Well, indigenous american women have been here in the West for a very long time.” This
comment was the most liked of all 84 comments shared on this post, which may have been acquired
due to the representation of personal and role model authorization, as well as the theoretical
definition. The Dalai Lama maintains inherent personal authority due to his status within the
Tibetan Buddhist system, but he is also seen as a role model by some of his 19.2 million followers
with ranging religious identities, as his wisdom discusses ethics in a way that transcends many
religious barriers (Dalai Lama, “Twitter”). The comment utilized theoretical rationalization to
define the Indigenous women of North America as the moralized and heroic western women who
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would save the world. By reiterating the long history of such women on these lands, she uses
historical knowledge to solidify this claim.
In the contents of Seaman’s (2016a) post, she shares the words of Magelion Moon, who
recounts the events on the night that the attached image was captured. The texts explains:
Tonight was the first all women [led] action to the front lines. At first we were held back
by the men who were afraid to let us go through. But they quickly saw the truth at hand. It
was time for the women to lead and them to trust and protect it. DAPL allowed us to walk
all the way to the barricade. [...] We were granted permission by the army corps to go down
on the other side of the river and have a water ceremony. This was the first time the access
had been peacefully granted and even supported by the officers. (Seaman, 2016a)
This excerpt illustrates two key elements that show the significance of women on the frontline.
First, the men needed to acknowledge and respect the leadership of women. Their initial
apprehension to do so indicates a fear that the men would not be able to protect the women. This
fear implies the perception that some women may be too vulnerable to withstand unsafe
counteractions, which the men themselves had endured. By conceding to the protest of women,
the men recognized the “truth at hand” (Seaman, 2016a), in which any peaceful strategies should
be tested, even if they require a divergence from some gender expectations. In doing so, the men
empower women to embody the same bravery, with which they may have identified on the
frontline themselves.
Second, the opposing forces treated these women with a respect that had not been granted
to water protectors prior to this ceremony. It shows that their cautiousness as to not injure the
women, which may have been developed due to gender expectations, offered a more humane and
less brutal relationship between the forces. The leadership of women allowed an unprecedented
manifestation of the movement’s peacefulness to be displayed through the equally unprecedented
cooperation between the opposing sides, because the supposed vulnerability of women was seen
as deserving of protection.
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This example provides legitimation through a theoretical rationalization that explains the
experience of engaging in this ceremony, as well as a morally evaluative comparison indicating
that other interactions between forces had not been as positive or humane as this one. Resting at
the foundation of these instances of legitimation, is the personal authority of women’s vulnerability
– subtly and possibly unconsciously – situated within the patriarchal notions of gender statuses
that some water protectors and opposing forces displayed. The personal authority may be the more
controversial assessment given the patriarchal imperative in which their role is understood;
however, it is exactly the perception of their powerlessness that afforded these women such respect
and power.
Another example of how the juxtaposition between power and powerlessness made the
identity of women so significant in this movement is indicated in the Splinter text. In this text,
Wise identifies herself as a feminist before describing an awareness of her position and impact
upon other women (Prakash, 2017). The article concludes with Wise explaining that she wants:
other young women to see me and think, 'If this woman who grew up in a not even 700
square foot house from HUD government housing […] poor as hell, can openly talk in
front of the White House about [President Trump,] a misogynistic, sexist pervert, [and]
purveyor of rape culture'–maybe they can too. (Prakash, 2017, para. 13)
She implies the powerlessness she once felt as she endured the economic disadvantages of being
an Indigenous woman, while also expressing that she has become powerful enough for her voice
to play a role in the political landscape. She implies the injustices that a significant number of
women encounter in referencing rape culture, relating this widespread issue to American politics
and her role in the NoDAPL movement.
The status of having faced the economic disadvantages and gender-based violence that
challenge some women, and more specifically some Indigenous women, grants these individuals
the personal authority to engage in relevant political discussion, which is valuable to the process
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of enacting change grounded in the reality of experience. It utilizes Wise’s experience to
rationalize the importance of this movement as it relates to women, but more importantly her
participation and leadership within NoDAPL. To that point, this excerpt evokes a certain extent
of role model authority, as Wise indicates that she hopes young women will follow her lead.
This article also opens by introducing Wise as a “young two-spirit (LGBTQ) Native
American leader who's been on the front lines of the Dakota Access pipeline protests since last
year” (Prakash, 2017, para. 1). In many Indigenous nations across North America, variations of
the term ‘two-spirit’ is used to describe an Indigenous person “who embodies both a masculine
and feminine spirit” in the forms of gender, sexuality or general queerness (Filice, 2015). The
presence and visibility of two-spirit people was highlighted in Prakash (2017)’s Splinter article, as
well as the Indigenous Environmental Network’s post and thus the Berta Vive Feminist
Delegation’s contents.
The Berta Vive Feminist Delegation made two goals for attending Standing Rock, one of
which was “To highlight the voices of women of color and two-spirit leaders at the forefront of
the climate justice movement” (Grassroots Global Justice Alliance, 2016). Although queer
visibility is important in its own right, one might also analyse how it works into the framework of
intersectional feminism, due to its prominence within texts that concern women and feminists at
NoDAPL. Even the fact that the Berta Vive Feminist Delegation lists women of colour and twospirit people in the same goal points toward the acknowledgement of intersectional feminism,
which functions in a spirit of establishing gender equality throughout the varying experiences of
diverse women. Thus, the Berta Vive Feminist Delegation utilizes goal-oriented rationalization in
order to position this movement within the framework of intersectional feminism.
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The other goal established in the Facebook post regarding the Berta Vive Feminist
Delegation is “To demonstrate environmental justice frontline-frontline solidarity across
communities of color” (Grassroots Global Justice Alliance, 2016). The organization introduces
its members, who also claim membership in the Chinese Progressive Association, Asian Pacific
Environmental Network, Portland Jobs with Justice, Grassroots Global Justice Alliance, and
World March of Women US Chapter (Grassroots Global Justice Alliance, 2016). The solidarity
between women of colour on the frontline is made visible in the image attached to the Facebook
post’s hyperlink preview, which primarily features non-white women at the camp holding two
banners in resistance, one of which is written in Chinese characters.
Thus, in addition to indicating goal orientation, these feminists provide means orientation
as they become the manifestation of their goal. This is accomplished through the embodiment of
various identities, most notably those related to Asian Pacific and Chinese communities of colour,
in combination with the organization’s methods for representational engagement on the frontline
of NoDAPL and other movements. This representation of goals, means and identity aligns with
the concept of self-referentiality. Feminists use the Internet to display their semiotic selves,
performing as representatives of various individual, organizational, racial, gender, activist and
movement identities on Facebook; while at the same time, they mirror a sentiment prevalent within
feminist idiocultures, by connecting their diverse identities to goals that align with intersectional
feminism.
In addition to Berta Vive’s introduction of members, the Splinter article describes Wise as
“Jicarilla Apache and Laguna Pueblo, an organizer for Honor the Earth, and the media coordinator
for the International Indigenous Youth Council and Sacred Stone Camp” (Prakash, 2017, para. 1).
Although this excerpt does not utilize legitimation through means or goal orientation, it does imply
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a form of personal authorization. In both the Splinter article and Facebook post, activist,
movement, and organizational identities are leveraged to legitimize these feminists’ engagement
in the movement. The address Indigenous issues is authorized by Wise’s membership in
Indigenous communities and organizations, while the address of network bridging between
communities is authorized by Berta Vive’s positioning of members in numerous organizations,
with which NoDAPL has extended its network. Thus, personal authority is granted due to their
membership statuses within these diverse groups.
In addition to aligning diverse communities of women in support of NoDAPL, this subject
circle connects the experiences of different communities to show how the solidarity may move
beyond this movement to tackle similar environmental issues. The WMC article states, “The
devastating effects of the water crisis in Flint should have taught us that we can’t continue to allow
families to be poisoned for profit” (Majdancic, 2016, para. 3). In connecting Flint to Standing
Rock, this text explains how environmental burdens are targeted toward specific communities. In
doing so the excerpt implies an intersectional lens through which these cases display power
dynamics, as clearly indicated in the mention of ‘profit’ as a factor for relegating environmental
burdens to certain human populations. It indicates that the commonness of such experiences
between these communities, establishes a form of solidarity using experiential rationalization. In
routinely facing these burdens, unfortunate effects become shared, and the sharing of these
experiences builds solidarity across various identities.
She’s Mother Earth: Mythopoetic & Anthropomorphic Embodiment
The feminist texts also utilize mythopoetic legitimation in order to position the NoDAPL
movement in relation to water, women, and Earth. When asked about the relationship between
feminism and environmental advocacy, Wise illuminates:
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Well I definitely think the Earth is female. Water is female. This Earth is a life giver and I
am a life giver. As a feminist, it is really deeply important that we realize that our existence
is so sincerely rooted in the existence of this Earth that nourishes us. I think a lot of people
forget that without these resources, without these delicate, fragile, beautiful ecosystems,
we wouldn't exist. […] The fight is just to protect that like the momma protects the babies.
The trees, the water, the animals, the Earth. I feel very protective of that, because it's
nourished me so much. And I feel it's my job now to give and nourish back. (Prakash, 2017,
para. 6)
In this excerpt, both water and Earth are identified as women when linking the environmental
movement to feminism. Wise refers to the maternal practice of women protecting their children,
personifying the Earth as it takes both the role of the mother protecting its human (and non-human)
children, and the role of the child as humans protect it in an era of extraction, land development,
and climate change. This offers a form of mythopoetic overdetermination through symbolization,
as the action of protecting represents the domain of Earth’s relationship with forms of life and the
domain of women protecting their children.
Women and the Earth are also depicted as life givers, similar to the way in which water has
been envisioned as “life” throughout a majority of this movement’s messaging. The main
difference between the abstract representation of water as life, and the mythopoetic expression of
women as life givers, is the embodiment of actors who experience the process of giving life. This
embodied relationship between both human and non-human womanhood experiences works to
humanize the Earth and water through situated and subjective knowledge. However, the
characterization of women as life givers excludes many women, such as transgender women,
women who face fertility barriers, or women who choose not to bear children. Kaijser and
Kronsell (2013) discuss the potential gaps in experiencing diverse forms of womanhood as they
explain:
to speak about knowledge as situated does not imply that specific social groups possess
fixed knowledge, as this would take us right back to the debate about essentialism, as with
the criticism of Shiva’s (1989) claim to a feminine principle, or the notion that women have
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common knowledge as women due to their giving birth (Rose 1983) and mothering
(Ruddick 1989). […] Their knowledge is derived from their position in society and the
place in which they live. A major aim of intersectionality is to avoid the kind of
simplification that would declare this position and the knowledge generated by these
women as a universal aspect of being female. (p. 422-423)
Thus, Wise speaks to her personal experience as an Indigenous, two-spirit woman. This
individual’s understanding is not universal; however, some women may share it due to their
experience, social status, location, or cultural beliefs. For instance, calling the Earth a woman may
connect with some Indigenous people who have a spiritual understanding of Mother Earth, and
through this common understanding, some other elements of womanhood described by Wise may
ring true. Since this is an Indigenous-led movement, diverse Indigenous knowledge systems were
shared amongst the water protectors, so even non-Indigenous attendees could have begun to gain
contextual knowledge regarding this perspective.
Thus, motherhood becomes an experience through which some women can establish value,
and use the value system developed through their experience with motherhood, in order to evaluate
the morality of protecting the Earth, water, resources, and diverse forms of life. As mentioned
earlier in the text, the significant focus on youth in this subject circle in comparison to the others,
illustrates the way in which certain value systems concerning motherhood and children are
employed to build understandings amongst some women.
The anthropomorphizing of the Earth continues in assigning characteristics like delicate,
fragile, and beautiful to resources. These characteristics are sometimes linked to femininity,
although it is worth reiterating that essentialism and generalized evaluations of femininity can be
considered oppressive or inaccurate. This characterization may be better understood by revisiting
two-spirit identities. As a two-spirit individual, Wise embodies both a masculine and feminine
spirit. In characterizing these resources as she does, she should not be seen as someone who
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reduces feminine qualities to normative expectations. Instead, Wise might be acknowledged in her
expression of her own understanding of femininity, as someone with an experiential knowledge of
both spirits.
Although this experience in performing femininity is not universal, these qualities are at
the very least used to describe humans. By expressing how human experiences and qualities are
also exhibited in non-human entities, Wise uses mythopoetic symbolization in order to moralize
the treatment of the entities. Causing harm to human-like entities is more easily understood as a
negative action than merely extracting resources for the benefit of some human life. As entities
like the Earth and water become women, and diverse forms of life (such as trees and animals)
become children, their exploitation begins to seem immoral.
In answering the same question about relations between feminism and the environmental
movement, Wise also legitimizes the connection using a mythopoetic conceptualization of the
feminist identity. Wise explains:
This work that I do is truly done to ensure that there’s not only equality for humans but
equality for life. I don't mean it to just be equality for the sexes. That's my feminism side,
but also my environmental side is for equality for those that cannot speak for themselves.
The ones in the sky and the ones in Earth, and the ones walking beside us that we don't see,
and all the plants and everything that tries so hard to love us in the best way that it knows
how. (Prakash, 2017, para. 7)9
First and foremost, this quote offers theoretical rationalization through knowledge bodies. There
is an explanation of feminism’s objective to seek equality of the sexes, and an objective of
environmentalism, which seeks equality for non-human species. She uses these explanations of
theoretical knowledges, to draw upon similarities between the two knowledge systems, in that they

9

Figure 5 in the Appendix utilizes colour coordination strategies to illustrate some of the forms of legitimation
present in this excerpt.
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both contribute to the moralized activity of fighting for equality. Thus, this type of moral
comparison elevates the movement within both realms of discourse.
As Kaijser and Kronsell (2013) explain, “Post-colonial and post-structural feminism have
advanced a humanist focus on intersections of, for instance, race, class, and gender, while
ecofeminist and animal studies have addressed human–nature power relations, questioning human
dominance” (p. 419). Wise’s explanation can be understood by merging these perspectives as she
seeks equality among genders and species. Therefore, the moral comparison posed in this text is
also important, due to the prevalence of similar connections in contemporary research regarding
intersectional ecofeminism. Kaijser and Kronsell (2013) state:
Various feminist theorists include animals in critical analysis of power and stress
interaction within and across species (Donovan and Adams 1995, Birke et al. 2004,
Haraway 2008). […] We argue that in order to study climate change, it is necessary to
include insights from various strands of theorising on relations among humans and human
relations to nature. We propose that questions such as ‘How is nature represented?’ and
‘How are relations between humans and the environment portrayed?’ be addressed in any
intersectional analysis of climate change. (p. 425-426)
These questions are explored, as non-human species are connected to Wise’s description of
gendered power dynamics. Instead of mere bystanders within shared ecosystems, non-human
species are similarly made victims of environmental injustice.
In addition to theoretical rationalization, mythopoetic overdetermination is accomplished
here through symbolization. Wise illustrates a mythical model of social action, in which plants try
to love in the best way they know how. The actions of ‘trying to love’ and ‘knowing how’, are
human actions, which are embodied in the experience of non-human species. Wise also animates
non-human species in describing how they offer differing languages of love. In this instance, she
breaks down assumptions about human dominance (as suggested in animal studies) by implying
their spirituality; one that many humans are unable to recognize. In discussing various species’
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method of providing love, and their inability to perform self-advocacy through human speech,
Wise exemplifies how it is not the dominance of humans that encourages her to fight on their
behalf, rather it is the sense of responsibility formed by acknowledging her capacity to love and
speak to humans through common language.
As plants perform the moralized actions of humans – to try, to love, and to know – the
mistreatment of non-human species through projects like DAPL is evaluated as negative or
immoral. Thus, the process of symbolization is inextricably linked to the process of moral
legitimation, which delegitimizes the abuse of anthropomorphized non-human entities. In turn,
this moral legitimation is tied to feminist and environmentalist goals, utilizing respective bodies
of knowledge and mythopoetic knowledge.
Seaman’s Facebook post offers additional examples of legitimation through
mythopoesis. In her post, Magelion Moon explains the honour she feels standing with her
“indigenous sisters” (Seaman, 2016a). She recounts:
We wept on the ground there, we offered the other side our unconditional love as women.
Masses of women sat behind this in complete Silence with the men standing behind. The
power of that silence allowed our ancestors to be fully present with us. [...] We all stood
in our humanity today. The matriarchy is rising, not without its roadblocks, but we push
on, like the river. We united as women today. (Seaman, 2016a)
The simile likening a river to the path of matriarchal agents offers a form of anthropomorphism
that has already been explained as water’s femininity. Similar to Wise, Moon expresses an
understanding of femininity, in which unconditional love may be offered. It depicts women as
leaders, men as followers, and implies a future wherein the leadership of women pervades
throughout society. She displays how this future may manifest in a sense of humanity that is
accomplished through silence and a connection with ancestors, using that ceremony as a
microcosmic projection. The spiritual leadership of women connects the movement to discourses
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of moral values, in the mythopoetic designation of their embodied actions as distinctly human and
positive. It also utilizes theoretical rationalization to both explain and predict the positive aspects
of women taking leadership positions.
One of the most popular comments on this post recognizes its display of “Amazing Power”
(User-FS1, 2016). Another one explains that its user had a dream about the power of the women’s
silence, which would lead DAPL security into a state of “crying, breaking down and many
[walking] away at the blast of silence that the hearts felt!” (User-FS1, 2016). These comments
indicate that users contributing to this subject circle recognized and celebrated the power of
women, as well as the peacefully silent methods that became emblematic of water protectors (at
least partially, as the louder practices of prayer, song, and dance were also prominent). In addition
to exhibiting a silent means orientation, the public significance of powerful women leading the
movement may be assumed by the popularity of such comments in this subject circle.
Legitimation via mythopoesis is also utilized to position the faults of men. Wise explains,
“I have been raped and watching that pipeline be forced into my mother feels similar to when
something I didn't want be forced into me” (Prakash, 2017, para. 13). By referring to Earth as
mother and comparing rape to resource extraction, Wise taps into an embodied symbolization and
evaluation of rape culture. The ills of man, including the rape of human women and the rape of
Earth, are delegitimized and positioned as immoral through this personification of the planet.
In the Facebook post regarding the Berta Vive Delegation, one user responds to a critique
of NoDAPL, retorting, “if it's man made, it will fail” (User-FG2, 2016). While the term
“manmade” maintains denotation of its own, it is significant that this comment is made on a post
that specifically addresses feminists. One might consider the perils of late capitalism, fraught with
unfair trades and uncertain futures, to see how the hyper-development of consumer culture through
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industrialized production systems has developed power structures, under the guise of
‘progress’. While indeed, men and women both contribute to the overconsumption of materials
today, the legacy of colonizing forefathers echoes through the continued domination of resources,
accomplished by dispossessing that which Indigenous nations reserve claim. With this context, it
may be argued that this subject circle’s appreciation for, not only women, but Indigenous women
in leadership positions, indicates a hope that humanity will shift its methods for cultural
engagement by following the truly ‘Western women’ that the Dalai Lama may have
envisioned. As the DAPL security team offered these women more cautious and courteous
treatment than male counterparts on the evening Moon recounts, perhaps acknowledging the
femininity of Mother Earth can encourage a more respectful treatment of our “delicate, fragile,
beautiful ecosystems” (Prakash, 2017, para. 6).
Summary
Mythopoetic and anthropomorphic representations are offered in NoDAPL’s feminist and
women-oriented subject circle. These representations bridge networks and identities, in order to
symbolically connect experiences and affectively impact public engagement. This is
communicated in various ways, including the indication of connections between human
experiences with motherhood and the experiences of Mother Earth, as well as the connections
between the rape of women and the rape of land. These legitimations are tied to experiences
portrayed within feminist algorithmic imaginaries, in order to affectively impact public
engagement. For instance, Wise connects her personal rape story to, not only the rape of land, but
to rape culture as a whole (Prakash, 2016). Rape culture was a prominent topic of discussion in
feminist subject circles in 2016, with the #MeToo movement just on the horizon.
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Feminists highlight the leadership and presence of women of colour and two-spirit water
protectors, through organizational goals and individual self-identification processes. This focus
displays an awareness of intersectional feminism, which is a prevalent concept within the
ideologies and idiocultures of relevant algorithmic imaginaries. Through the representation of
LGBTQ+ women and women of colour in the context of intersectionality, this subject circle
exemplifies how the exploitation of resources is entwined in the gendered power dynamics of
society. This is also accomplished by communicating statistical, historical, and experiential
knowledge regarding the treatment of Indigenous women. For instance, Majdancic (2016)
presents statistics, which indicate that Indigenous women are approximately three times more
likely to be sexually assaulted than other groups, the fact that two-thirds of these assaults are
committed by non-Indigenous people, and the fact that development projects, including oil
projects, can and do increase violence against local Indigenous women. Thus, these texts point
toward the specific barriers the DAPL would impose upon women, as well as the leadership roles
that women assumed as they resisted the project.

Conclusion: Harnessing Trends to Make Valuable Friends
Results in Relation
This study explores the way in which the content, of algorithmically and behaviourally
determined subject circles, has positioned the NoDAPL movement. In doing so, it expresses how
both bridging and bonding forms of social capital are utilized to mobilize and engage the public.
Texts bond like-minded individuals by reproducing the motifs and concepts of respective
imaginaries, while also weaving together the ideological stances or experiences highlighted within
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diverse subject circles, by bridging connections between members of the movement’s
heterogeneous public. Discourse legitimized the NoDAPL movement, among different activist
groups and constituencies, by communicating ideologies, identities, and experiences.
Representations of these elements were diverse, which cultivated the movement’s flexibly
inclusive collective identity. These representations were also relevant to existing subject circles,
which amplified public engagement.
The subject circle regarding international Indigenous nations illustrates that the
communication strategies and knowledges, developed within the movement collective, are capable
of being shared and implemented globally. It also illustrates the various participation methods
utilized across different nations, in order for these groups to make meaningful contributions to the
movement from their specific geographical locations.
The same could be said for the BLM subject circle; however, these texts primarily discuss
rallies held within the same nation.

At the Washington rally, BLM members discuss

specializations tied to their organizational and activist identities, in order to mobilize actors and
gather resources for the activities taking place in Standing Rock. The BLM texts also highlight
the methods of white America in a way that supported NoDAPL. They share their knowledge on
methods for respectful participation with both white and non-white water protectors, so that
problematic practices related to white privilege are avoided at the Sacred Stone Camp.
Indigenous expertise is established by indicating the various experiences and successes of
leaders from communities outside of the Great Sioux Nation, displaying how these diverse actors
were able to contribute to the authority of the movement. By making Indigenous knowledges and
culture prominent within the day-to-day activities of the Sacred Stone Camp, diverse nations are
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given a platform to express their experience in unity with other Indigenous peoples. This was key
in establishing how the subject circle would bridge networks, as well as the peaceful and prayerful
means by which NoDAPL is legitimized.
Veterans also exercise support through their area of expertise. As specialists in violent
tactics, their various forms of authority and experiential rationalization are utilized to define the
brutal conditions endured by the larger collective of water protectors. As national protectors, their
authority regarding the rights of Americans also elevate the movement’s legitimacy, specifically
in regard to the protection of free speech. In working through various identification processes, this
subject circle presents a nuanced understanding of war and peace that renders the Standing Rock
Sioux as viable agents of moral validity and national protection.
Various experiences with Indigenous identification processes, broken treaties, the
dispossession of land, and the inaccessibility of water are communicated and shared amongst
attendees and remote supporters. The representation of these connections supports the various
moral evaluations associated with assorted discourses of value, as well as the theoretical
rationalization of explaining the similarities between the peoples of diverse geographic
locations. These similarities contribute to the value for unity that became prevalent throughout the
movement as a whole.
The similarities between Black and Indigenous experiences also imply the government and
institutions’ utilization of police, security, and justice infrastructures to target specific
communities. This aligns with an understanding of systemic racism, environmental racism, and
environmental justice, as indicated by actors within both International Indigenous and BLM
subject circles. Feminist texts highlight DAPL’s impact on women in a similar way to how BLM
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texts highlight the environmental burden placed on communities of colour. Through the
framework of intersectionality, these subject circles exemplify how the exploitation of resources
illustrates the power dynamics of society.
BLM members indicate an understanding of concepts like intersectionality, white
privilege, cultural appropriation, etc., which align with the behaviours and values displayed within
respective idiocultures. The feminist or women-oriented subject circle also speaks to the impetus
of intersectional feminism, through the representation of LGBTQ+ women and women of colour,
as well as ecofeminism via mythopoetic representation, in order to bridge networks through users’
familiar ideologies and idiocultures. In a similar way, veterans work within the imaginary of a
nationalist mainstream audience, with idioculture that speaks to the protection of America.
Discussion of Significance
This paper has proven that the discourse surrounding NoDAPL offers legitimations that
reproduce and extend the diverse idiocultures of subject circles. Although network homophily
tends to homogenize and polarize ideological stances within the networked publics, the values
established in subject circles become familiar to participants. The bonds developed in a somewhat
homogeneous setting are instrumentalized, as values are extended to specific subjects or causes
for affective mobilization. As numerous subject circles overlap to discuss a cause, participants
have access to more heterogeneous ideologies, increasing their ability to navigate through
polarized realms.
This process of overlapping knowledge systems also provides a widely applicable
collective identity, which in turn extends networks and increases the affective sentiments of
diverse publics.

From individualized to collective identities, tactical to organizational identities,
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and racial to gender identities, this movement instrumentalized the diversity of its members to
engage with potential participants; while also, not losing sight of the communication methods
required to assume the overarching peaceful, collective movement identity of water protectors. In
doing so, the cause is affectively amplified in its transcendence across subject circles and is able
to negotiate with diverse senses of public opinion.
There are a few ways in which this research will contribute to studies on discourse
legitimation. I have proposed the use of the term ‘public significance’ to address the active roles
that speakers have in conveying the authority of large sums of people. Van Leeuwen (2007) depicts
a more passive relationship, as he uses the term ‘conformity’ to communicate a more limited, yet
similar form of legitimation.
I have extended scientific theoretical rationalization to include bodies of knowledge, since
religion was already considered within this category, and there are certain belief systems that are
not necessarily represented by an organized religion, which may also use this form of authority.
In doing so, I have also redefined experiential theoretical rationalization to capture the more
subjective knowledge schemes utilized to legitimize claims. This adaptation is important to the
study of discourse on social media specifically, as there are knowledge schemes that develop
within algorithmic imaginaries and personal representations of information. Van Leeuwen’s
(2007) original definitions would not have adequately analyzed the theoretical rationalizations of
experience and knowledge bodies that are illustrated in this study.
I have also extended moral comparison to include comparisons that indicate correlations,
which may be implied by less explicit connections between situations than the connections drawn
by analogies.

This contribution is especially important for future discourse studies that address
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solidarity and intersectionality. In extending moral legitimation to include mythopoesis, I have
illustrated how positive or negative values are embodied within multimodal, symbolic terms. I
have also adapted the use of the term ‘symbolization’ to consider the more general, social nature
of actions, instead of limiting this category to the observation of “institutionalized social practice”
(Sadeghi & Jalali, 2013, p. 1068).
Thus, this study expands on the categories of discourse legitimation outlined by Van
Leeuwen (2007) by introducing the concepts of public significance and bodies of knowledge,
while also expanding the utilization of theoretical rationalization, moral legitimation, and
mythopoesis. Although these forms of discourse legitimation may seem neatly categorized, this
study suggests that the values, beliefs, and identities, utilized to position legitimations within
varied subject circles, are complex and imperative to understanding the more subjective cognitive
processes that acknowledge validity.
The conceptualization of subject circles is able to expand on studies of networked/hashtag
publics, network homophily, echo chambers, filter bubbles, mobilization, and cyberactivism. This
study shows that the consistency of somewhat homogenized beliefs and values can actually be
instrumentalized to mobilize diverse actors. This is accomplished by using familiar terms to
engage a community, and in turn bridging different communities, through a movement that has
been connected to these various, identifiable value systems. This leads to how subject circles are
useful in assessing inclusive collective identities that affectively amplify public engagement.
Subject circles are also relevant to the study of algorithmic imaginaries, ideologies and
idiocultures.

As subject circles with various behaviours and perceptions overlap to discuss a

cause, the intersections between people and power dynamics may become clearer.

As different
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issues are connected in these dynamics, which are observed through the lens of intersectionality,
the cognitive mechanism of empathy may continue to develop within overlapping subject circles.
Thus, in relating diverse and unfixed subject circles, this concept may be utilized to illustrate the
representation of intersectionality, the manifestation of empathy as a mechanism, and the way in
which network bridging is instrumentalized to unify different groups.
Future Directions
This study could be expanded to consider celebrity, environmentalist, Palestinian, and
Muslim participation in the NoDAPL movement. It could also be expanded to include a larger
volume and wider variety of texts, in order to better establish the prominence of trends within each
subject circle. In addition to this, future studies could investigate The Water Protector Legal
Collective, Honor the Earth, Camp Promise, as well as the resistance against the Diamond, Sabal,
Trans-Pecos, Kinder Morgan, and Alton Gas pipelines, in order to assess how the water protector
identity has progressed beyond the NoDAPL movement.
A variety of research projects could also utilize the methodology, framework, and concepts
outlined in this study. The adaptation of Van Leeuwen’s (2007) table, which is labeled as Figure
7.1 and 7.2 in the forthcoming Appendix, may support future discourse analyses. This table allows
for a more detailed observation of large corpuses by including a column that identifies numerous
texts, while also including all direct quotes and descriptions of imagery. The inclusion of an
imagery column is especially useful for discourse analyses regarding social media.
Future studies of the algorithmic imaginaries in the networked publics should account for
subject circles, since the convergence of media has allowed large media organizations to
participate in the production and extension of beliefs, values, and identities alongside user-
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composed content. Future studies on the intersectionality of environmental issues may also discuss
subject circles, in order to more adequately analyze diverse representations of interconnected
issues in a way that does not essentialize demographics.
Many people have argued that the environmental movement has developed elitist
tendencies in celebrating the sustainable technology accessible to privileged communities, and
denouncing the unsustainable technologies of marginalized communities, without expressing the
complexities of these situations. For instance, The Government of Canada announced plans to
eliminate the consumption of single-use plastic (Skye, 2019). Courtney Skye, a self-identified
Haudenosaunee (Indigenous Canadian) woman and champion of intersectional feminism,
commented on this announcement (HAUDENOSHOUTY, “Twitter”). She crafts her response in
a retweet of Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s Twitter announcement, stating, “My family
would have less plastic waste if we didn’t rely on bottled water for fresh drinking water on reserve”
(Skye, 2019). Skye indicates that settlers should acknowledge that the plastic-free lifestyle is not
yet accessible to everyone. Until the nation equips reservations with the same water sanitation
infrastructure afforded to non-Indigenous Canadians, goals like reducing the production and
consumption of single-use plastic will be tainted by the persisting environmental and systemic
inequalities.
When the environmental movement is reconceptualized through an intersectional
framework, the unjust and unequal barriers to developing sustainable infrastructure and policy can
be more adequately understood. Future political studies may observe how governments may
increase public trust and citizen approval, if they create sustainability or development initiatives
while considering the diverse experiences within a nation. Environmental or political studies could
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also develop strategies to address equality alongside sustainability, proposing multi-pronged
approaches that can identify and negotiate the challenges of numerous dissimilar communities.
Lastly, future communication research may assess the legitimations, identities, imaginaries,
idiocultures, and ideologies of the digitally-situated subject circles concerned with an issue, in
order to examine public opinion in a way that supports holistic and inclusive sustainable
development.
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Appendix
Figure 1:

PUBLIC SIGNIFICANCE*
(previously "Conformity")

Everybody is impacted by this, so you should care about it
too, or "'Everybody else is doing it, and so should you'"1

Custom

"'because this is what we have always done'"1

TRADITION

PERSONAL
Authorization

personal role or status within a group or institution1

Authority

"laws, rules and regulations"1

IMPERSONAL

EXPERT

expertise or credentials1

ROLE
MODEL

"imitated from afar"; the fact that they adopt a behaviour/belief
"is enough to legitimize the actions of their followers" 1

Commendation

"one activity is defined in terms
of another, moralized activity"1

definition
EXPERIENTIAL*

"various
explanatory
schemes"1 rooted
in experience

Theoretical
BODIES OF
KNOWLEDGE*
& SCIENTIFIC
Legitimation

Rationalization

Instrumental

"describe general attributes or
habitual activities of the categories
of actors in question"1

prediction

prediction "based [...] on expertise"1

"'differentiated bodies of
knowledge'"1

definition/
explanation/
prediction

GOAL
ORIENTATION

"purposes are constructed as ‘in people’,
as conscious or unconscious motives,
aims, intentions, goals, etc." 1

MEANS
ORIENTATION

"the purpose is constructed as ‘in the action’,
and the action as a means to an end"1

EFFECT
ORIENTATION

EVALUATION

explanation

agentalize/
de-agentalize
agentalize/
de-agentalize
use/
potentiality

"emphasizes the outcome of actions"; purposefulness exists in
hindsight, rather than as something that was planned ahead 1

"Evaluative adjectives [...]
‘designative’ and ‘attributive’" 1

positive/
negative

COMPARISON*

An activity that belongs to one situation is compared to another "and the
positive or negative values […] are then transferred to the original activity" 1

ABSTRACTION

"referring to practices [...] in abstract ways that ‘moralize’ them by distilling
from them a quality that links them to discourses of moral values" 1

Moral

result/
effect

positive/
negative
legitimize/
delegitimize

straightforward representation of events2
SINGLE
DETERMINATION
INVERSION
Overdetermination
Mythopoeisis*

SYMBOLIZATION*
CAUTIONARY
TALE
MORAL
TALE

"'actors and/or actions are
inverted in terms of specific
semantic features'"2
specific terms that can represent
"more than one" experience &
provide a mythical model of
social action2

positive/
negative

"convey what will happen if you do not conform to the norms of social practices" 1

"protagonists are rewarded for engaging in legitimate
social practices, or restoring the legitimate order" 1

These are quotes, paraphrases, and adaptations of Van Leeuwen’s (2007) text.
These are quotes and adaptations of Sadeghi and Jalali’s (2013) text, which pulls from Van
Leeuwen’s 2008 publication.
* These terms have been altered to suit this study and potentially future studies on discourse
legitimation.
1
2
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Figures 2-5 utilize colour coordination strategies to connect sections of text to the forms of
legitimation that they portray.
Figure 2:

Figure 3:

Figure 4:

THE LEGITIMATION & NETWORKED UNIFICATION OF #NODAPL

165

Figure 5:

Figure 6: This table is taken directly from Van Leeuwen’s (2007) text.

Figure 7.1: Discourse Legitimation Data Analysis (CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
Text ID

PART 1
Facebook
Video:
Mauna
Kea
Stands
With
Standing
Rock
Posted
by:
Sacred
Stone
Camp

Quote
Imagery
CAPTION: Hawaiian Indigenous leader
Pua Case and her ohana travelled from the
Big Island all the way to #OcetiSakowin
camp to stand with Standing Rock —
connecting the movement to protect Mauna
Kea with our movement to halt the Dakota
Access Pipeline. Together we stand in
solidarity. #nodapl #waterislife
Video produced by Indigenous Rising
Media // Indigenous Environmental
Network via Josué Rivas Fotographer and
Ayşe Gürsöz.
Two women
wearing traditional
clothing, singing
and dancing, with a
crowd circled
around

Actor
Hawaiian
Indigenous
leader Pua
Case and her
ohana (family)

Action
Travelled
from the Big
Island
(Hawaii) to
#ocetisakowin
camp

Reaction

Purpose
To stand
with
Standing
Rock

Legitimation
Personal
Indigenous
Identity
Comparison
Between
movements

Connect the movement to
protect Mauna Kea with
our movement to halt the
Dakota Access Pipeline.
Together, we

Two women
wearing
traditional
clothing

Stand

Singing and
dancing

Goal
orientation
Stand in
solidarity

In solidarity

A crowd
circled
around

Showcase
diverse
Indigenous
cultures

Means
orientation
Share culture
Tradition
Attire, song,
dance
Expert
Cultural
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Figure 7.2: (CONTINUED) Discourse Legitimation Data Analysis
Text ID

PART 2
Facebook
Video:
Mauna
Kea
Stands
With
Standing
Rock
Posted
by:
Sacred
Stone
Camp

Quote
Hawaiian Indigenous
leader traveled from
Big Island to extend
solidarity with the
#NoDAPL water
protectors.

“We are from Hawaii”

"Thank you very much
for taking us from the
mountain, putting us at
your fire. And we are
humbled to be here, to
be of service."

Pua heads the
movement to protect
Mauna Kea, a sacred
mountain on the Big
Island of Hawaii.

Imagery
Dancers hugging
people

Actor
Dancers

Hawaiian
Indigenous
leader

Pua Case standing
in front of crowd
speaking through
microphone
Women walking
along a path
singing together

Crowd putting
hands together in
the triangular shape
of a mountain

Action
Hugging people

Traveled from Big
Island

We (Hawaiian
Came from
Indigenous
Hawaii
attendees)
Standing in front
of crowd,
Pua Case
speaking through
microphone
Put Hawaiian
Sioux
Indigenous peoples
at their fire
Thanks Sioux for
Pua Case
taking them from
the mountain

Pua Case

Heads the
movement to
protect Mauna
Kea, a sacred
Island on the Big
Island of Hawaii

Reaction
Purpose
People
hugging
them
back
To extend
solidarity with
the #nodapl
water
protectors.

Legitimation
Expert
Leader
Goal orientation
Extend
solidarity
Effect
orientation
Appreciate
support
Personal
Indigenous
person from
another nation
Effect
orientation
Celebrate their
participation

Cheers

Symbolization
Put us at
the fire

Humbled
to be of
service

Tradition
Residing on
the mountain

Connect
movements

Means
orientation
Put hands
together in the
shape of the
mountain to
raise awareness
about Mauna Kea
Comparison
Similar
movement
Expert
Heads movement

"We are family to you
and we come forward
to tell you that from
Hawaii we love you."

Pua Case kneeling
and speaking into
the microphone

Over 200 tribal nations
have traveled long
ways to stand with
Standing Rock.

The flags of the
many nations
blowing in the wind
with the image of
the camp in the
background

200 tribal
nations

Indigenous Sarayaku
leaders who have beat
Big Oil arrived today
from Ecuador.

Sarayaku standing
in a circle speaking
and laughing

Indigenous
Sarayaku
leaders

The movement to halt
pipeline construction
continues forward.

Posters of a woman
with her arm up
wearing standing
rock shirt with the
silhouette of horse
warriors in the
background.

We (Hawaiian
Indigenous
attendees)

Warriors

Are family
to you

Definition
Family

Love you

Traveled long
ways

To stand
with
Standing
Rock

Public
significance
200 tribal
nations found
this issue
important

Arrived from
Ecuador

They beat
Big Oil

Expert
Successful
leaders of similar
movement

Riding horses

Halt the
pipeline

Tradition
Riding horses
Goal orientation
Halt the
pipeline
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